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(57) ABSTRACT

An image forming apparatus that includes an image bearer, a
developing device to develop a latent image, a transfer device
to transfer a developed image from the image bearer, a devel-
oper collecting device to collect developer remaining on the
image bearer, and a waste-developer container to contain
developer to be disposed. The apparatus also includes a
switching determiner to perform a determination of a pre-
ferred transfer amount of developer in a target period, an
estimation of an accumulative consumption of developer in
the target period, a determination of whether to dispose or
reuse collected developer, and a determination of whether to
perform switching between disposal and reuse of the col-
lected developer based on comparison between the preferred
transfer amount and the estimated accumulative consumption
of developer. The apparatus also includes a switching con-
troller to cause the developer collecting device to perform the
switching between disposal and reuse.

19 Claims, 26 Drawing Sheets
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FIG. 3
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IMAGE FORMING APPARATUS THAT
SELECTIVELY RECYCLES DEVELOPER

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This patent application is based on and claims priority
pursuant to 35 U.S.C. §119(a) to Japanese Patent Application
No. 2014-025912, filed on Feb. 13,2014, in the Japan Patent
Office, the entire disclosure of which is hereby incorporated
by reference herein.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

Embodiments of the present invention generally relate to
an image forming apparatus, such as a copier, a printer, a
facsimile machine, or a multifunction peripheral (i.e., a mul-
tifunction machine) having at least two of copying, printing,
facsimile transmission, plotting, and scanning capabilities.

2. Description of the Related Art

Atpresent, image forming apparatuses such as printers and
facsimile machines to output electronic data and copiers to
copy documents are widely used. There are electrophoto-
graphic image forming apparatuses that form electrostatic
latent images on an image bearer such as a photoconductor
drum with laser beams, cause charged developer, such as
toner, to adhere to the latent image, thereby developing the
latent image into a toner image, transfer the toner image on a
sheet of recording media, and fix the toner image on the sheet
by heating and pressing the sheet.

When the toner image is transferred from the image bearer
onto the sheet, a certain amount of toner remains on the image
bearer. Accordingly, after image formation, such toner is
removed by a cleaning device and collected in a waste-toner
container. The collected toner may be still usable. Disposing
the still usable toner is not desirable from the viewpoint of
environment and running cost of the apparatus. Additionally,
replacement frequency of the waste-toner container
increases, thus making the maintenance and management of
the apparatus more complicated.

Therefore, reuse of developer collected from the image
bearer has been proposed. Reuse of collected developer is
preferable since the amount of images produced with an
identical amount of developer increases and the amount of
waste developer is reduced.

Typical developer used in electrophotographic image
forming apparatuses, however, is degraded while being
exposed to heat, humidity, and outside air. Developer is also
degraded by friction with a developer conveying mechanism,
such as a developer conveying screw to spread developer
inside a developing device in a main scanning direction.
Therefore, developer supplied from an isolated developer
bottle to the developing device is gradually degraded with
time. The degradation progresses in proportional to increases
in the amount of driving of the developer conveying mecha-
nism. Depending on the degree of degradation, image quality
is affected. For example, images become smeary, or toner is
partly absent in images.

Although reuse of developer can reduce environmental
impact, running cost of the apparatus, replacement frequency
of waste-toner containers, thereby making the maintenance
and management of the apparatus easier, it makes it difficult
to guarantee image quality.
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Thus, there is trade-off between advantages attained by
reuse of developer and image quality guarantee.

SUMMARY

An embodiment of the present invention provides an image
forming apparatus that includes an image bearer to bear a
latent image; a developing device to develop the latent image
with developer; a transfer device to transfer a developed
image from the image bearer onto a recording medium; a
developer collecting device to collect developer remaining on
the image bearer; a waste-developer container to contain
developer to be disposed, a switching determiner; and a
switching controller. The switching determiner determines a
preferred transfer amount meaning an amount of developer to
be transferred in a target period; estimates an accumulative
consumption of developer in the target period; determines
whether to dispose or reuse collected developer collected by
the developer collecting device from the image bearer; and
determines whether to perform the switching between dis-
posal and reuse of the collected developer based on compari-
son between the preferred transfer amount and the estimated
accumulative consumption of developer. According to deter-
mination made by the switching determiner, the switching
controller causes the developer collecting device to perform
the switching between disposal and reuse of the collected
developer.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS

A more complete appreciation of the disclosure and many
of'the attendant advantages thereof will be readily obtained as
the same becomes better understood by reference to the fol-
lowing detailed description when considered in connection
with the accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of a hardware con-
figuration of an image forming apparatus according to an
embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram of a functional con-
figuration of an image forming apparatus according to an
embodiment;

FIG. 3 is a schematic entire view of an image forming
apparatus according to an embodiment;

FIG. 4 is a schematic entire view of an image forming
apparatus according to another embodiment;

FIG. 5 is a schematic view of a smoothness sensor accord-
ing to an embodiment;

FIG. 6 is a graph of the relation between smoothness of a
sheet and a ratio of a specular reflection light amount received
by a first light-receiving portion to a diffuse reflection light
amount received by a second light-receiving portion accord-
ing to an embodiment;

FIG. 7 is a cross-sectional view of an image forming unit
according to an embodiment, being a posture installed in the
image forming apparatus, as viewed in a main scanning direc-
tion;

FIG. 8 is a view of the image forming unit being the posture
installed in the image forming apparatus, as viewed obliquely
from above;

FIG. 9 is another view of the image forming unit being the
posture installed in the image forming apparatus, as viewed
obliquely from above;

FIG. 10 is a schematic block diagram of a functional con-
figuration of a printing engine according to an embodiment;
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FIGS. 11A and 11B are example timing charts of determi-
nation of a target period for switching determination accord-
ing to an embodiment;

FIG. 12 is a flowchart of processing for switching between
disposal and reuse of collected toner according to an embodi-
ment;

FIG. 13 is a graph of toner degradation rate according to an
embodiment relative to humidity;

FIG. 14 is a graph of toner degradation rate according to an
embodiment relative to temperature;

FIG. 15 is a graph of toner degradation rate relative to
content rate of reused toner inside a developing device
according to an embodiment;

FIG. 16 is a graph of toner degradation rate in the devel-
oping device according to an embodiment relative to toner
transfer pace;

FIG. 17 is a graph of relation between the amount of paper
dust mixed in toner inside the developing device according to
an embodiment and smoothness of transfer sheets;

FIG. 18is a graph of relation between apparent degradation
progress of toner according to an embodiment and the amount
of paper dust mixed in toner;

FIG. 19 is a graph of relation between the apparent degra-
dation progress of toner inside the developing device accord-
ing to an embodiment and smoothness of transfer sheets;

FIG. 20 is a graph of degradation rate of toner used in an
image forming apparatus according to an embodiment rela-
tive to a driving amount of a developer conveying screw;

FIG. 21 is a graph of the amount of toner disposed in a
waste-toner container according to an embodiment relative to
a driving amount of a collected-toner conveying screw;

FIGS. 22A through 221 are examples coefficient setting
tables according to an embodiment;

FIGS. 23A through 231 are coefficient setting tables
according to an embodiment;

FIGS. 24A through 241 are coefficient setting tables
according to an embodiment;

FIGS. 25A through 251 are coefficient calculation tables
according to an embodiment;

FIGS. 26A through 26l are coefficient calculation tables
according to an embodiment; and

FIGS. 27A through 271 are coefficient calculation tables
according to an embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In describing preferred embodiments illustrated in the
drawings, specific terminology is employed for the sake of
clarity. However, the disclosure of this patent specification is
not intended to be limited to the specific terminology so
selected, and it is to be understood that each specific element
includes all technical equivalents that operate in a similar
manner and achieve a similar result.

As described above, after a toner image is transferred from
an image bearer onto either an intermediate transfer medium
or a sheet of recording media, a certain amount of developer
such as toner remains on the image bearer and collected by a
cleaning device. In the embodiments described below,
switching between disposal and reuse of developer collected
from the image bearer is performed properly in an image
forming apparatus.

In particular, whether collected developer is disposed or
reused is determined based on comparison between a count A
(i.e., required waste amount) and a count B (i.e., accumulative
waste amount), which are statistics calculated or measured
based on statistical data such as a total amount of toner trans-
ferred or disposed in a predetermined period. Accordingly,
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both of advantages attained by reuse of developer, such as
reductions of environmental impact, running cost ofthe appa-
ratus, and complexity of maintenance and management, and
image quality guarantee, are attained.

Referring now to the drawings, wherein like reference
numerals designate identical or corresponding parts through-
out the several views thereof, a multicolor image forming
apparatus according to an embodiment of the present inven-
tion is described.

First Embodiment

Initially, descriptions are given below of a hardware con-
figuration of an image forming apparatus 1 according to the
present embodiment with reference to FIG. 1.

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of the hardware con-
figuration of the image forming apparatus 1. It is to be noted
that, in addition to the hardware configuration shown in FI1G.
1, the image forming apparatus 1 includes an engine to realize
capabilities of printing, scanning, facsimile transmission, and
facsimile reception.

As shown in FIG. 1, the image forming apparatus 1 accord-
ing to the present embodiment has a configuration similar to
that of typical servers and computers. That is, the image
forming apparatus 1 includes a central processing unit (CPU)
10, a random access memory (RAM) 20, a read only memory
(ROM) 30, a hard disk drive (HDD) 40, and an interface (I/F)
50, which are connected to each other via a bus 90. To the
interface 50, further a display unit 60, a control panel 70, and
dedicated devices 80 are connected.

The CPU 10 is a computation device and controls actions
of the entire image forming apparatus 1. The RAM 20 is a
volatile memory capable of high-speed data reading and writ-
ing. The RAM 20 is used as workspace when the CPU 10
processes data. The ROM 30 is a non-volatile memory dedi-
cated to reading out and stores programs such as firmware.
The HDD 40 is a non-volatile memory capable of data read-
ing and writing, and an operating system (OS), various types
of control programs, application programs, and the like are
stored therein.

The interface 50 connects the bus 90 to the various types of
hardware and networks and controls the bus 90, the hardware,
and the networks. The display unit 60 is a visual user interface
for users to check a status of the image forming apparatus 1
and is realized by a display such as a liquid crystal display
(LCD). The control panel 70 is a user interface for users to
input data to the image forming apparatus 1 and includes a
keyboard, a mouse, and the like. The dedicated devices 80 are
hardware to realize dedicated capabilities of printing, scan-
ning, fax transmission, and fax reception.

In the above-described hardware configuration, the CPU
10 executes computation according to programs loaded in the
RAM 20 from the ROM 30, the HDD 40, or recording media
such as optical disk. Then, control software is implemented.
With the implement control software and the above-described
hardware configuration, a function block for the capabilities
of the image forming apparatus 1 is configured.

Next, descriptions are given below of a functional configu-
ration of the image forming apparatus 1 according to the
present embodiment with reference to FIG. 2. FIG. 2 is a
schematic block diagram of the functional configuration of
the image forming apparatus 1. It is to be noted that, in FIG.
2, solid lines represent electrical connections, and broken
lines represent flow of recording sheets or documents.

In the configuration shown in FIG. 2, the image forming
apparatus 1 includes a controller 100, a sheet feeding table
200, a printing engine 300, a paper ejection tray 400, an
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automatic document feeder (ADF) 500, a scanner engine 600,
a document ejection tray 700, a display panel 800, and a
network interface (I/F) 900. The controller 100 includes a
main controller 110, an engine controller 120, an image pro-
cessor 130, a display controller 140, and an input/output (/O)
controller 150.

The sheet feeding table 200 feeds sheets 2 of recording
media (i.e., transfer sheets) to the printing engine 300 serving
as an image forming unit. The printing engine 300 outputs
images on the sheets 2 transported from the sheet feeding
table 200. In the present embodiment, the printing engine 300
is an electrophotographic image forming unit. After the print-
ing engine 300 forms an image thereon, the sheet 2 is ejected
to the paper ejection tray 400. The printing engine 300 is
implemented by the dedicated device 80 shown in FIG. 1.

The ADF 500 automatically transports documents to the
scanner engine 600 serving as a document reading device.
The scanner engine 600 is a document reading device that
includes a photoelectric conversion element to convert optical
data into electric signals. The scanner engine 600 optically
scans the document transported by the ADF 500 or set on an
exposure glass (i.e., a document table) and generates image
data. The document is ejected to the document ejection tray
700 after being read by the scanner engine 600. The ADF 500
and the scanner engine 600 are implemented by the dedicated
device 80 shown in FIG. 1.

The display panel 800 serves as both of an output interface
to visually display the state of the image forming apparatus 1
and an input interface such as a touch panel for users to
directly operate the image forming apparatus 1 or input data
into the image forming apparatus 1. That is, the display panel
800 is capable of displaying images to be operated by the
users. The display panel 800 is implemented by the display
unit 60 and the control panel 70 shown in FIG. 1.

The network interface 900 is an interface for the image
forming apparatus 1 to communicate with other devices such
as administrator terminals and computers. Examples usable
as the network interface 900 include Ethernet®, USB (Uni-
versal Serial Bus) interface, Bluetooth®, Wi-Fi® (Wireless
Fidelity), and FeliCa®. The image forming apparatus 1
according to the present embodiment thus receives image
data and commands such as print request from the terminals
connected thereto via the network interface 900. The network
interface 900 is implemented by the interface 90 shown in
FIG. 1.

The controller 100 is configured by a combination of soft-
ware and hardware. Specifically, the controller 100 is con-
structed with hardware such as integrated circuits and the
control software implemented by the CPU 10 performing the
control programs such as firmware loaded from the non-
volatile memories, such as the ROM 30 and the HDD 40, to
the RAM 20. The controller 100 controls the image forming
apparatus 1 entirely.

The main controller 110 controls, that is, gives commands
to, respective units of the controller 100. The main controller
110 controls the I/O controller 150 and accesses other devices
via the network interface 900 and networks. The engine con-
troller 120 controls or drives driving units such as the printing
engine 300, the scanner engine 600, and the like.

The image processor 130 is governed by the main control-
ler 110 and generates drawing data, as output data, according
to image data written by PDL (Page Description Language)
such as document data or image data included in input print
jobs. For example, the drawing data include bitmap data of
cyan (C), magenta (M), yellow (Y), and black (B), according
to which the printing engine 300 draws images in image
formation.
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Additionally, the image processor 130 processes captured
images input from the scanner engine 600 and generates
image data. The image data is stored as scanning results in the
image forming apparatus 1 or transmitted via the network
interface 900 or networks to other devices. It is to be noted
that, in the present embodiment, instead of image data, draw-
ing data may be directly input to the image forming apparatus
1 so that the image forming apparatus 1 outputs images
according to the drawing data.

The display controller 140 displays data on the display
panel 800 or reports the input data to the main controller 110
via the display panel 800. The I/O controller 150 inputs sig-
nals and commands received via the network interface 900
and networks to the main controller 110.

Next, descriptions are given below of the printing engine
300 according to the present embodiment with reference to
FIG. 3.

FIG. 3 is a schematic entire view of the image forming
apparatus 1 according to the present embodiment. In the
configuration shown in FIG. 3, the printing engine 300 forms
an image on the sheet 2 fed from the sheet feeding table 200,
and then the sheet 2 is ejected to the paper ejection tray 400.

Additionally, in the configuration shown in FIG. 3, the
printing engine 300 includes image forming units 320 (320C,
320M, 320Y, and 320K) for respective colors, arranged along
an endless conveyor 310, which is a configuration generally
called “tandem type”. Specifically, in the printing engine 300,
along a conveyance belt 311 looped around a driving roller
312 and a driven roller 313, the image forming units 320C,
320M, 320Y, and 320K are arranged in that order in a direc-
tion in which the conveyance belt 311 transports the sheet 2.

The image forming units 320C, 320M, 320Y, and 320K
form cyan, magenta, yellow, and black images, respectively.
The multiple image forming units 320C, 320M, 320Y, and
320K are different in the color of toner used therein, but
interior structures thereof are similar. Accordingly, only the
image forming unit 320C is described in detail below, and
descriptions of components of the image forming units 320M,
320C, and 320K, given subscripts “M”, “C”, and “K” instead
of““C” in the drawings, are omitted. Further, the suffixes Y, M,
C, and K may be omitted when color discrimination is not
necessary.

The conveyance belt 311 looped around the driving roller
312 and the driven roller 313 is an intermediate transfer belt,
and the image forming units 320C, 320M, 320Y, and 320K
respectively form intermediate transfer images on the con-
veyance belt 311. A driving motor rotates the driving roller
312. The driving motor, the driving roller 312, and the driven
roller 313 together rotate the conveyance belt 311.

The image forming unit 320C includes a photoconductor
drum 321C and components disposed therearound, namely, a
charging device 322C, a developing device 323C, a dis-
charger 324C, and a toner collecting device 325C.

The image forming unit 320C forms cyan images on the
conveyance belt 311 as follows. In the image forming unit
320C, the charging device 322C charges uniformly the outer
circumferential face of the photoconductor drum 321C in the
dark, after which an optical writing device 330C directs light
corresponding to cyan images to the photoconductor drum
321C, thus forming an electrostatic latent image thereon. The
developing device 320C develops the electrostatic latent
image with cyan toner into a visible image (i.e., cyan toner
image) on the photoconductor drum 321C. In other words, the
developing device 323 serves as a developer image forming
device.

At a primary-transfer position where the photoconductor
drum 321C contacts or is closest to the conveyance belt 311,
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a transfer roller 340C is pressed by a biasing member to the
photoconductor drum 321C, thereby transferring the toner
image onto the conveyance belt 311. Thus, the cyan toner
image (i.e., a cyan intermediate image) is formed on the
conveyance belt 311. Specifically, a transfer bias is applied to
the transfer roller 340C. With the transfer bias, a transfer
electrical field is generated at the primary-transfer position
between the photoconductor drum 321C and the transfer
roller 340C, and the toner image is transferred from the pho-
toreceptor drum 321C onto the conveyance belt 311.

After the cyan intermediate image is transferred onto the
conveyance belt 311, the toner collecting device 325C col-
lects toner remaining on the outer circumferential face of the
photoconductor drum 321C, after which the discharger 324C
discharges the outer circumferential face ofthe photoconduc-
tor drum 321C. Then, a preparation for subsequent image
formation, such as supply of toner to the developing device
323C from a toner supply assembly 350C including a toner
bottle and a toner supply device is executed, and the image
forming unit 320C goes standby. The toner collecting device
325 includes a partition shutter 325; serving as a channel
switching member to switch a conveyance route of toner
collected from the photoconductor drum 321 between dis-
posal and reuse. The toner collecting device 325C is
described in further detail later with reference to FIGS. 7 and
8.

The cyan toner image on the conveyance belt 311 is then
transported to the image forming unit 320M as the convey-
ance belt 311 is rotated by the driving roller 312 and the
driven roller 313. The image forming unit 320M forms a
magenta image on the photoconductor drum 321M through
image forming processes similar to those executed by the
image forming unit 320C, and the magenta toner image is
superimposed on the cyan toner image on the conveyance belt
311. Thus, a bicolor intermediate image of cyan and magenta
is formed on the conveyance belt 311.

The bicolor intermediate image on the conveyance belt 311
is transported sequentially to the image forming units 320Y
and 320K, where yellow and black toner images are respec-
tively transferred from the photoconductor drums 321Y and
321K and superimposed on the intermediate image on the
conveyance belt 311. Thus, a full-color intermediate image is
formed on the conveyance belt 311.

Meanwhile, the sheets 2 stored in the sheet feeding table
200 are sequentially separated and transported from the top
by a sheet feeding roller 210 and a pair of separation rollers
220 to a pair of registration rollers 230. After correcting skew
of the sheet 2, the registration rollers 230 transport the sheet
2 to a secondary-transfer position, timed to coincide with the
conveyance of the conveyance belt 311. At the secondary-
transfer position, the sheet 2 contacts or approaches most of
the conveyance belt 311 on the route through which the sheet
2 is transported.

At the secondary-transfer position, a transfer roller 360 is
pressed to the driven roller 313 by a biasing member, thereby
transferring the toner image from the conveyance belt 311
onto the sheet 2. The sheet 2 is further transported to a fixing
device 370, where the toner image is fixed on the sheet 2 while
the sheet 2 is pressed and heated in the direction perpendicu-
lar to the surface of the sheet bearing the toner image (i.e., an
image formation surface). Then, a pair of paper ejection roll-
ers 410 eject the sheet 2 to the paper ejection tray 400.

Specifically, the fixing device 370 in the present embodi-
ment includes fixing rollers 371 and 372 that rotate while
clamping the sheet 2, thereby transporting and pressing the
sheet 2. A heating element is provided on a fixing face of the
fixing roller 371 to heat the sheet 2. Thus, in the fixing device

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

370, the fixing rollers 371 and 372 fix the image on the sheet
2 by heating and clamping the sheet 2 in the direction per-
pendicular to the image formation surface.

A belt cleaner 380 includes a cleaning blade pressed to the
conveyance belt 311 at a position downstream from the sec-
ondary-transfer position and upstream from the image form-
ing unit 320C in the conveyance direction of the conveyance
belt 311. The cleaning blade scrapes off toner adhering to the
conveyance belt 311, and thus the conveyance belt 311 is
cleaned.

Thus, the printing engine 300 in the present embodiment
includes the endless conveyor 310, the image forming units
320, the optical writing device 330, the transfer rollers 340
and 360, the toner supply assembly 350, the fixing device 370,
and the belt cleaner 380. The printing engine 300 further
includes an internal controller 390 (shown in FIG. 10) to
control or drive the respective parts of the printing engine 300.
A functional configuration of the internal controller 390 is
described later with reference to FIG. 10.

In FIG. 3, reference numerals 201 represents an environ-
ment sensor to detect humidity, temperature, or both, and 231
represents a sensor to detect smear of the registration rollers
230.

Further, in the configuration shown in FIG. 3, a smoothness
sensor 240 is disposed above the sheet feeding table 200.
According to a detection signal generated by the smoothness
sensor 240, the image forming apparatus 1 according to the
present embodiment measures the smoothness of the sheet 2
stored in the sheet feeding table 200.

The smoothness sensor 240 is described in further detail
below.

FIG. 5 is a schematic view of the smoothness sensor 240
according to the present embodiment.

In the configuration shown in FIG. 5, the smoothness sen-
sor 240 includes a light source 241 and first and second
light-receiving portions 242 and 243. The light source 241
emits lights to the sheet 2. The first light-receiving portion
242 receives diffuse reflection light La, meaning the light
reflected in the direction perpendicular to the image forma-
tion surface of the sheet 2, out of light reflected on the sheet 2
irradiated by the light source 241. The first light-receiving
portion 242 then outputs a detection signal corresponding to
the amount of light received. The second light-receiving por-
tion 243 receives specular reflection light Lb, meaning the
light reflected in such a manner that the incident angle is equal
to the angle of reflection relative to the direction perpendicu-
lar to the image formation surface of the sheet 2, out of light
reflected on the sheet 2 irradiated by the f light source 241.
The second light-receiving portion 243 then outputs a detec-
tion signal corresponding to the amount of light received.

FIG. 6 is a graph of the relation between the smoothness of
the sheet 2 and the ratio of a specular reflection light amount
Rb to a diffuse reflection light amount Ra (Rb/Ra).

Referring to FIG. 6, in the smoothness sensor 240 having
such a configuration, as the smoothness of the image forma-
tion surface increases, the ratio of the specular reflection light
amount Rb received by the second light-receiving portion 243
to the diffuse reflection light amount Ra received by the first
light-receiving portion 242 (Rb/Ra) increases.

The image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment measures the ratio Rb/Ra using the smoothness
sensor 240 and accordingly detects the smoothness of the
sheet 2 with a higher degree of accuracy.

Although the smoothness sensor 240 shown in FIG. 5 is
described above, Bekk method for determination of smooth-
ness is employed in another embodiment, and Oken method is
employed in yet another embodiment.
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It is to be noted that the description above concerns an
intermediate transfer (indirect transfer) method, in which the
toner image is transferred from the photoconductor drum 321
serving as image bearer onto the conveyance belt 311 serving
as an intermediate transfer medium to transfer the image onto
the sheet 2. Alternatively, an image forming apparatus
according to another embodiment employs a direct transfer
method as shown in FIG. 4.

Specifically, in an image forming apparatus 1000 shown in
4, the transfer roller 340 transfers the toner image from the
photoconductor drum 321 directly onto the sheet 2 trans-
ported by the conveyance belt 311, and the transfer roller 360
and the belt cleaner 380 are not included.

Next, the toner collecting device 325 is described in further
detail with reference to FIGS. 7 and 8.

FIG. 7 is a cross-sectional view of the image forming unit
320 as viewed in a main scanning direction when the image
forming unit 320 is in the posture installed in image forming
apparatus 1. FIG. 8 is a view of the image forming unit 320
being the posture installed in the image forming apparatus 1,
as viewed obliquely from above. It is to be noted that the
descriptions below mainly concerns the toner collecting
device 325C with reference to FIGS. 7 and 8 since the image
forming units 320 are described above with reference to FIG.
3.

In the configuration shown in FIGS. 7 and 8, the toner
collecting device 325 includes a cleaning blade 3254, a col-
lected-toner conveying screw 3255, collected-toner channels
325c¢ and 3254, a guide channel 325¢, a branch portion 325/,
a screw 325g, awaste channel 325/, a reuse channel 325/, and
the partition shutter 325;.

The cleaning blade 3254 is pressed against the outer cir-
cumferential face of the photoconductor drum 321, thereby
scraping off toner from the photoconductor drum 321 and
collecting the toner (hereinafter “collected toner”) in the col-
lected-toner channel 325¢.

The collected-toner conveying screw 3255 transports the
collected toner in the collected-toner channel 325¢ to the
collected-toner channel 3254. Thus, the collected-toner con-
veying screw 3256 serves as a collected-developer conveying
member. The collected toner transported by the collected-
toner conveying screw 3255 from the collected-toner channel
325c¢ to the collected-toner channel 3254 is guided by the
guide channel 325¢ to the branch portion 325/. At the branch
portion 325f, the collected-toner channel 3254 branches into
the waste channel 325/ and the reuse channel 325i.

The screw 325¢ transports the collected toner through the
waste channel 325/ to a waste-toner container 326 to store
waste toner. The collected toner to be disposed is transported
through the waste channel 325/ leading to the waste-toner
container 326. The collected toner to be reused is transported
through the conveying channel 325/ leading to the developing
device 323.

The partition shutter 325; is an openable and closable shut-
ter and disposed in the branch portion 325fto partition the
waste channel 325/ from the reuse channel 325i. A driver
such as a solenoid moves the partition shutter between an
open position and a close position. The partition shutter 325;
is closed when the toner collected from the photoconductor
drum 321 is disposed without reusing the toner and opened
when the toner is reused.

In the toner collecting device 325, toner is scraped off from
the photoconductor drum 321 by the cleaning blade 325«
pressed to the photoconductor drum 321 that is rotating in the
direction indicated by arrow AR1 shown in FIG. 7, and the
toner thus scraped off is collected in the collected-toner chan-
nel 325¢.
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Then, the toner is transported by the collected-toner con-
veying screw 3255 through the collected-toner channel 325¢
to the collected-toner channel 3254, where the guide channel
325¢ guides the toner along the collected-toner channel 3254
to the branch portion 325f.

When the collected toner is not to be reused, the partition
shutter 325; is closed before the collected toner is transported
to the branch portion 325f. The toner is then transported by the
screw 325¢g through the waste channel 325/ and stored in the
waste-toner container 326 as waste toner.

By contrast, to reuse the collected toner (i.e., reused toner),
the partition shutter 325; is opened before the toner is trans-
ported to the branch portion 325f. The toner then flows down
under the gravity through the reuse channel 325; to the devel-
oping device 323.

Thus, the toner collecting device 325 includes the channel
switching member, which in the present embodiment is the
partition shutter 325/ and a member to open and close the
partition shutter 325;.

Referring to FIG. 9, the developing device 323 includes
developer conveying screws 323a and 3235, serving as devel-
oper conveying members, and a developing roller 323c¢ serv-
ing as a developer bearer. Examples of the developer convey-
ing members include screws, coils, augers, and paddles. The
developer conveying screws 323a and 3235 rotate in the
opposite directions, thereby distributing the reused toner
entirely in the main scanning direction together with the
developer stored in the developing device 323. In image for-
mation, the toner transported by the developer conveying
screws 323a and 3235 is supplied by the developing roller
323c¢ to the outer circumferential face of the photoconductor
drum 321. Thus, the collected toner is reused.

Additionally, the waste-toner container 326 includes a
toner sensor 3264 to detect waste toner. In the configuration
shown in FIG. 7, the toner sensor 326a is secured at a con-
nection between the waste-toner container 326 and the waste
channel 325/. In present embodiment, according to detection
signal output from the toner sensor 3264, the amount of waste
toner in the waste-toner container 326 is measured with a high
degree of accuracy. Accordingly, the image forming appara-
tus 1 according to the present embodiment estimates an accu-
mulative amount of waste toner, which serves as a count B
described later.

Next, descriptions are given below of a functional configu-
ration of the internal controller 390 according to the present
embodiment.

FIG. 10 is a schematic block diagram of a functional con-
figuration of the printing engine 300.

As shown in FIG. 10, the internal controller 390 according
to the present embodiment includes a printing controller 391,
a controller interface (I/F) 392, the switching determiner 393,
a setting data memory 394, an elapsed time counter 395aq, a
driving amount measuring portion 3955, a transfer amount
calculator 395¢, a waste amount calculator 3954, and a print
number counter 395¢.

The printing controller 391 controls respective portions of
the internal controller 390 and gives commands thereto.
Additionally, the printing controller 391 controls or drives the
respective portions of the printing engine 300 according to
data input from the engine controller 120 via the controller
interface 392. Thus, the printing engine 300 acquires data to
control or drive the respective portions thereof from the
engine controller 120 via the controller interface 392.

The controller interface 392 is an interface for the internal
controller 390 to communicate with the engine controller
120.
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The switching determiner 393 calculates, measures, or
acquires the counts A and B and determines whether collected
toner is disposed or reused based on the comparison (i.e.,
relation of magnitude) between the counts A and B. Accord-
ing to the determination made by the switching determiner
393, the printing controller 391 switches the partition shutter
325j between the open position and the close position. Thus,
the printing controller 391 serves as a switching controller in
the present embodiment. The counts A and B, described in
detail later, are statistics either calculated or measured based
on statistical data such as the total amount of toner transferred
or disposed in the predetermined period.

An aspect of the present embodiment is determination
(hereinafter “switching determination”) by the switching
determiner 393 to control the switching of conveyance route
of collected developer between the waste channel 325/ and
the reuse channel 325/ in the toner collecting device 325,
which is described in detail later with reference to FIG. 12.

In other words, an aspect of the present embodiment is to
determine whether collected toner is disposed or reused based
on comparison between the count A and count B. Accord-
ingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment attains both of advantages attained by reuse of
developer, such as reductions of environmental impact, run-
ning cost of the apparatus, and complexity of maintenance
and management, and image quality guarantee.

The setting data memory 394 stores an ideal transfer pace
described later.

The elapsed time counter 395a measures the elapsed time
from start to end of a target period described below. As
described above, the switching determiner 393 determines
whether collected toner is disposed or reused based on com-
parison between the count A (i.e., required waste amount) and
the count B (i.e., accumulative waste amount) either calcu-
lated or measured based on the statistical data (such as the
total amount of toner transferred or disposed). The target
period means the predetermined period during which the
statistical data is accumulated.

There are multiple methods to determine the target period.
Example methods are described below with reference to
FIGS. 11 A and 11B, but the target period may be determined
through a method different from those shown in FIGS. 11A
and 11B.

FIGS. 11A and 11B are timing charts of determination of
the target period for the switching determination made by the
switching determiner 393.

Referring to FIG. 11A, when an switching determination
event for the image forming apparatus 1 to perform switching
determination occurs, the switching determiner 393 regards a
period from the occurrence of a previous switching determi-
nation event to the occurrence of a current switching deter-
mination event as the target period. It is to be noted that, as
shown in FIG. 11A, if no switching determination events
occur previously, the target period is a period from the start of
toner supply from the toner supply assembly 350 to the devel-
oping device 323 to the occurrence of the current switching
determination event.

It is to be noted that, for example, the switching determi-
nation event occurs when the number of sheets output reaches
a threshold, or the driving amount of the photoconductor
drum 321 or the developing roller 323¢ reaches a threshold.

In another embodiment, as shown in FIG. 11B, the switch-
ing determiner 393 regards, as the target period, the period
from the start of toner supply from the toner supply assembly
350 to the developing device 323 to the occurrence of the
current switching determination event.
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Determination of target period is described below using the
case shown in FIG. 11A, in which the switching determiner
393 regards, as the target period, the period from the occur-
rence of the previous switching determination event to the
occurrence of the current switching determination event.

The driving amount measuring portion 3956 measures the
driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a and
3235 to transport developer inside the developing device 323
in the main scanning direction. Specifically, the driving
amount means the number of revolutions, rotation distance,
driving time, or the like of the developer conveying screws
323a and 3235 during the target period.

The transfer amount calculator 395¢ calculates the amount
in total of toner transferred (hereinafter “accumulative trans-
fer amount”) in image formation during the target period. In
the present embodiment, the transfer amount calculator 395¢
serves as a transfer amount estimator. It is to be noted that the
image forming apparatus 1 according to the present embodi-
ment does not actually measure the amount of transferred
toner and accordingly does not actually measure the accumu-
lative transfer amount. The transfer amount calculator 395¢ in
the present embodiment calculates the amount of toner trans-
ferred in each image formation based on the pixel data
included in the output data, obtained from the engine control-
ler 120 via the controller interface 392, and efficiency in
transferring toner from the photoconductor drum 321 onto
transfer sheets. Additionally, the transfer amount calculator
395¢ adds the calculated amount of transferred toner to the
total amount summed up since the previous calculation. The
transfer amount calculator 395¢ repeats this operation for the
entire duration of the target period, thereby detecting the
above-described accumulative transfer amount.

The waste amount calculator 3954 calculates the amount in
total of toner (hereinafter “accumulative waste amount™) dis-
posed in the waste-toner container 326 during the target
period. In the present embodiment, the waste amount calcu-
lator 3954 serves as an accumulative waste amount estimator.
The waste amount calculator 3954 detects the amount of toner
disposed in the waste-toner container 326 based on detection
signals output from the toner sensor 3264 each time toner is
disposed and adds the detected amount to the total amount
summed up since the previous calculation. The waste amount
calculator 3954 repeats this operation for the entire duration
of'the target period, thereby detecting the accumulative waste
amount. The print number counter 395¢ counts the number of
sheets printed during the target period.

Next, descriptions are given below of switching between
disposal and reuse of collected toner in the toner collecting
device 325 with reference to FIG. 12.

FIG. 12 is a flowchart of processing for switching between
disposal and reuse in the toner collecting device 325 accord-
ing to the present embodiment.

Referring to FIG. 12, at S1201, the elapsed time counter
3954 counts the elapsed time, or the driving amount measur-
ing portion 3955 measures the driving amount of the devel-
oper conveying screws 323a and 3235, while no switching
determination event occurs (No at S1204). At S1202, the
waste amount calculator 3954 calculates the accumulative
waste amount as the count B. At S1203, the transfer amount
calculator 395¢ calculates the accumulative transfer amount.

When a switching determination event occurs (Yes at
S1204), at S1205, the switching determiner 393 calculates the
amount in total of toner to be disposed (hereinafter “required
waste amount”) within the target period based on the ideal
transfer pace stored in the setting data memory 394, the
elapsed time counted or the driving amount measured at
S1201, and the accumulative transfer amount calculated at
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S1203. Thus, in the present embodiment, the switching deter-
miner 393 serves as a waste amount determiner. The required
waste amount is described in detail later.

At S1206, the switching determiner 393 regards the
required waste amount calculated at S1205 as the count A and
judges whether or not the count A is greater than zero (A=<0).

When the count A is not greater than zero (A=<0, Yes at
S1206), the switching determiner 393 determines that the
toner collected from the photoconductor drum 321 is to be
reused at S1207.

A reason for the determination of the switching determiner
393 when the count A is not greater than zero (A=<0) is
described in detail later.

According to the determination made by the switching
determiner 393, the printing controller 391 switches the con-
veyance route of collected toner in the toner collecting device
325to the reuse channel 325i to reuse the collected toner. That
is, the printing controller 391 controls the toner collecting
device 325 to open the partition shutter 325/ in the toner
collecting device 325.

By contrast, when the count A is greater than zero (A>0, No
at S1206), at S1209, the switching determiner 393 compares
the count A (required waste amount) with the count B (accu-
mulative waste amount) measured at S1202. In FIG. 12, the
switching determiner 393 judges whether the count A is
greater than the count B.

When the count A is greater than zero (A>B, Yes at S1209),
at S1210, the switching determiner 393 determines to dispose
the toner collected from the photoconductor drum 321 with-
out reusing it.

According to the determination made by the switching
determiner 393, at S1211, the printing controller 391
switches, in the toner collecting device 325, the conveyance
route of collected toner to the waste channel 325/4. That is, the
printing controller 391 controls the toner collecting device
325 to close the partition shutter 325;.

By contrast, when the count A is not greater than zero
(A=B, No at S1209), at S1207, the switching determiner 393
determines to reuse the collected toner.

At S1208, according to the determination made by the
switching determiner 393, the printing controller 391
switches, in the toner collecting device 325, the conveyance
route of collected toner to the reuse channel 325;. That is, the
printing controller 391 controls the toner collecting device
325 to open the partition shutter 325;.

Due to a reason described later, the switching determiner
393 can decide reuse or disposal of collected toner based on
the comparison result between the counts A and B when the
count A is greater than zero (A>0, No at S1206).

At S1212, image formation is started. At that time, when
the partition shutter 325/ is at the close position to dispose
collected toner (Yes at S1213), the collected toner (i.e., waste
toner) is transported to the waste-toner container 326. When
the toner is stored in the waste-toner container 326, at S1214
the waste amount calculator 3954 calculates the accumulative
waste amount, and, at S1205, the transfer amount calculator
395¢ calculates the accumulative transfer amount.

By contrast, when the partition shutter 325/ is at the open
position to reuse collected toner (No at S1213) at the start of
image formation, the collected toner (i.e., reused toner) is
transported to the developing device 323. Then, at S1215 the
transfer amount calculator 395¢ calculates the accumulative
transfer amount.

The process starting from steps S1201 is repeated until the
image forming apparatus 1 is turned off. When the image

10

40

45

55

65

14

forming apparatus 1 is turned off (Yes at S1216), switching
between disposal and reuse in the toner collecting device 325
is completed.

Next, the required waste amount calculated as the count A
at S1205 in FIG. 12 is described in detail below.

Typical developer (i.e., toner) used in electrophotographic
image forming apparatuses is degraded while being exposed
to heat, humidity, and outside air, and the degradation
progresses with time as the developer is simply supplied from
a toner bottle to the developing device. It is to be noted that,
since an interior of the toner bottle is isolated from outside,
the description below is on the assumption that deterioration
of developer inside the toner bottle does not progress with
time.

Developer is also degraded by friction with the developer
conveying screw to transport developer inside the developing
device in the main scanning direction, and the deterioration of
developer progresses with time as the driving amount of the
developer conveying screw increases.

Accordingly, to guarantee the image quality, it is desirable
that toner supplied to the developing device is consumed (i.e.,
transferred) within a predetermined period before the toner
supplied from the toner bottle is degraded or the driving
amount reaches a threshold for the deterioration of toner. That
is, it is desirable the supplied toner is transferred within a
guarantee period or driving amount during which toner qual-
ity is guaranteed. Depending on environmental conditions
and operating conditions, however, not all of the supplied
toner is transferred in the guarantee period or driving amount.

By disposing the toner remaining after the guarantee
period or driving amount as waste toner, images can be
formed with toner not yet degraded, thus securing the image
quality.

The term “required waste amount” used in this specifica-
tion means the amount of toner not transferred within such a
guarantee period or driving amount and thus to be disposed
before subsequent image formation to secure image quality.

In electrophotographic image forming apparatuses, how-
ever, fresh toner is supplied from the toner bottle when the
amount of toner in the developing device falls under a prede-
termined amount while image formation is repeated. Accord-
ingly, degraded toner is mixed with fresh toner in the devel-
oping device, and in practice, it is not feasible to selectively
dispose the toner that is not transferred within the guarantee
period or driving amount.

Therefore, in the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment, considering the amount of toner
transferred for image formation, toner is disposed from the
developing device 323 little by little, and fresh toner is sup-
plied from the toner supply assembly 350 to the developing
device 323 to compensate for the disposed amount, thereby
keeping the content rate of degraded toner (hereinafter “toner
degradation rate”) in the developing device 323 below a
threshold to guarantee image quality (hereinafter “quality
guarantee threshold”). This is because toner in the developing
device 323 is replaced with fresh toner by the amount corre-
sponding to the amount of toner transferred or disposed.

Although descriptions below concern a case where the
toner degradation rate in the developing device 323 represents
an indicator of quality degradation of toner in the developing
device 323 (hereinafter simply “toner degradation indica-
tor”), the toner degradation indicator in the developing device
323 is not limited thereto. Alternatively, in another embodi-
ment, the toner degradation indicator in the developing device
323 is, for example, content rate of toner not yet degraded,
content rate of positively charged toner and insufficiently
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charged toner, content rate of negatively charged toner, or
charge amount of toner in the developing device 323.

When the toner degradation rate serves as the above-de-
scribed toner degradation indicator, the degree of degradation
increases as the toner degradation rate increases. By contrast,
when the content rate of toner not yet degraded in the devel-
oping device 323 serves as the toner degradation indicator, the
degree of degradation decreases as the content rate increases.
Additionally, when the content rate of positively charged
toner and insufficiently charged toner in the developing
device 323 serves as the toner degradation indicator, the
degree of degradation increases as the content rate increases.
Additionally, when the content rate of negatively charged
toner in the developing device 323 serves as the toner degra-
dation indicator, the degree of degradation decreases as the
content rate increases. Additionally, when the charge amount
of toner in the developing device 323 serves as the toner
degradation indicator, the degree of degradation increases as
the charge amount increases. Accordingly, the quality guar-
antee threshold changes depending on the type of toner deg-
radation indicators.

When the image forming apparatus 1 keeps transferring
toner at a speed equal to or higher than a predetermined
transfer pace (i.e., the ideal transfer pace stored in the setting
data memory 394), the toner degradation rate in the develop-
ing device 323 is deemed at or lower than the quality guaran-
tee threshold, and the image forming apparatus 1 determines
not to dispose the toner inside the developing device 323. By
contrast, when the image forming apparatus 1 keeps transfer-
ring toner at a speed lower than the predetermined ideal
transfer pace, the toner degradation rate in the developing
device 323 is deemed at or higher than the quality guarantee
threshold, and the image forming apparatus 1 determines to
dispose the toner from the developing device 323. It is to be
noted that, in the present specification, the term “transfer
pace” is represented by weight of toner transferred in image
formation per unit time. Alternatively, “transfer pace” is rep-
resented by weight of toner transferred in image formation
per unit driving amount of the developer conveying screws
3234 and 3234,

Thus, in the present embodiment, the ideal transfer pace is
predetermined and stored in the setting data memory 394.
When the actual transfer pace is not lower than the ideal
transfer pace, the image forming apparatus 1 (in particular,
the switching determiner 393) determines not to dispose the
toner inside the developing device 323, deeming the toner
degradation rate in the developing device 323 lower than the
quality guarantee threshold. By contrast, when the actual
transfer pace is lower than the ideal transfer pace, the image
forming apparatus 1 determines to dispose the toner inside the
developing device 323, deeming the toner degradation rate in
the developing device 323 equal to or higher than the quality
guarantee threshold.

When the image forming apparatus 1 determines to dispose
toner from the developing device 323, the image forming
apparatus 1 calculates the amount of toner supposed to have
been disposed until that time as “required waste amount”,
instead of the above-described required waste amount origi-
nally meant.

Calculation of required waste amount is described below.

The switching determiner 393 according to the present
embodiment calculates a preferred transfer amount prior to
calculation of required waste amount. That is, the switching
determiner 393 serves as a transfer amount determiner as
well. Then, the switching determiner 393 calculates, as the
required waste amount, a difference between the calculated
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preferred transfer amount and the accumulative transfer
amount calculated or measured by the transfer amount calcu-
lator 395c¢.

The term “preferred transfer amount™ means the amount in
total of toner to be transferred during the target period. The
preferred transfer amount is calculated by either multiplying
the above-described ideal transfer pace (weight per unit time)
by the elapsed time during the target period or multiplying the
ideal transfer pace (weight per unit driving amount) by the
driving amount during the target period. Specifically, when
the ideal transfer pace (weight per unit time) is represented by
Trl and the elapsed time is represented by T, the preferred
transfer amount based on the elapsed time (7T) is expressed as
“Tr1xT”. In this case, the count A (required waste amount) is
expressed as:

TrixT-W Formula 1

wherein W represents the accumulative transfer amount.
By contrast, when the ideal transfer pace (weight per unit
driving amount) is represented by Tr2 and the driving amount
of the developer conveying screws 323a and 3235 is repre-
sented by R, the preferred transfer amount based on the driv-
ing amount is expressed as “Tr2xR”. In this case, the count A
(required waste amount) is expressed as:

Tr2xR-W Formula 2

The switching determiner 393 calculates the count A (the
required waste amount) as defined above at S1205 in FIG. 12.
Thus, the degree of accuracy in calculating the count A (re-
quired waste amount) is relatively high.

It is to be noted that, according to the definition above, the
preferred transfer amount is the total amount of toner to be
transferred to keep the toner degradation rate at least at the
quality guarantee threshold during the target period without
disposing toner from the developing device 323. The term
“accumulative transfer amount” means the amount in total of
toner transferred in image formation during the target period.
Thus, “preferred transfer amount” calculated as the count A is
the difference obtained by deducting the total amount of toner
actually transferred in the target period from the total amount
of' toner to be transferred to keep the toner degradation rate at
least at the quality guarantee threshold through the target
period without disposing toner.

When the required waste amount (count A) is zero, the
switching determiner 393 determines that disposal of col-
lected toner is not necessary because the amount of toner
transferred during the target period is identical to the pre-
ferred transfer amount, that is, the pace at which toner in the
developing device 323 degrades (hereinafter “toner degrada-
tion pace”) is identical to the pace of toner supply from the
toner supply assembly 350 to the developing device 323 to
compensate for the transferred toner. Accordingly, the toner
degradation rate in the developing device 323 is kept at the
quality guarantee threshold regardless of increases in elapsed
time or driving amount.

Additionally, when the required waste amount (count A) is
smaller than zero (A<0), the switching determiner 393 deter-
mines that disposal of collected toner is not necessary
because the toner degradation rate in the developing device
323 lowers gradually and falls below the quality guarantee
threshold in time as the elapsed time or driving amount
increases. Specifically, when the required waste amount is
smaller than zero (A<0), the amount of toner transferred
during the target period exceeds the preferred transfer
amount, thatis, the pace of toner supply from the toner supply
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assembly 350 to the developing device 323 to compensate for
the transferred toner is faster than toner degradation pace in
the developing device 323.

By contrast, in the case of the required waste amount
(count A)>0, the switching determiner 393 determines that
disposal of collected toner is necessary because the amount of
toner transferred during the target period is insufficient for the
preferred transfer amount, that is, toner degradation pace in
the developing device 323 is faster than the pace of toner
supply from the toner supply assembly 350 to the developing
device 323 to compensate for the transferred toner. Accord-
ingly, the toner degradation rate in the developing device 323
increases gradually and exceeds the quality guarantee thresh-
old.

In the case where the required waste amount (count A)>0,
the required waste amount means the amount in total of toner
to be disposed to alleviate the toner degradation rate in the
developing device 323 at least to the quality guarantee thresh-
old. That is, in the case where the required waste amount
(count A)>0, if the amount of toner identical to the required
waste amount is disposed and replaced with toner supplied
from the toner supply assembly 350, the toner degradation
rate in the developing device 323 is lowered at least to the
quality guarantee threshold. Thus, in such cases, the image
forming apparatus 1 according to the present embodiment can
calculate, with higher degree of accuracy, the amount in total
of toner to be disposed to lower the toner degradation rate in
the developing device 323 to the quality guarantee threshold.

The reason for the determination of reuse of collected toner
(81207 in FIG. 12) in the case of the count A=<0 (Yes at S1206)
is described below.

As described above, when the required waste amount is not
greater than zero (A<0), the toner degradation rate in the
developing device 323 is lower than the quality guarantee
threshold. That is, the amount of toner transferred during the
target period exceeds the preferred transfer amount, and the
pace of toner supply from the toner supply assembly 350 to
compensate for the transferred toner is faster than the toner
degradation pace in the developing device 323.

Therefore, when the required waste amount is zero or
smaller (A=<0), the switching determiner 393 determines to
reuse the toner collected from the photoconductor drum 321.

Next, descriptions are given below the reason of determi-
nation between reuse and disposal of collected toner (S1207/
S1210) based on comparison between the counts A and B
(81209) in the case of the count A>0 (No at S1206).

As described above, when the required waste amount is
greater than zero, the required waste amount calculated as the
count A means the total amount of toner to be disposed to
lower the toner degradation rate in the developing device 323
to the quality guarantee threshold, and the accumulative
waste amount measured as the count B is the amount of toner
that has been disposed in the target period.

Accordingly, when the count A (required waste amount) is
greater than zero and not greater than the count B (accumu-
lative waste amount), that is, A>0 and A<B, the switching
determiner 393 judges that the toner degradation rate in the
developing device 323 is lower than the quality guarantee
threshold. Then, the switching determiner 393 determines to
reuse the toner collected from the photoconductor drum 321
because an excessive amount of toner has been disposed, that
is, the amount of toner disposed and replaced with supplied
toner has already reached or exceeded the amount of toner
disposed to keep the toner degradation rate lower than the
quality guarantee threshold. In this state, the toner degrada-
tion rate is lower than the quality guarantee threshold.
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By contrast, when the count A (required waste amount) is
greater than zero and greater than the count B (accumulative
waste amount), that is, A>0 and A>B, the switching deter-
miner 393 judges that the toner degradation rate in the devel-
oping device 323 is higher than the quality guarantee thresh-
old. Then, the switching determiner 393 determines to
dispose the toner collected from the photoconductor drum
321 because the amount of toner that has been disposed until
then is smaller than the amount of toner to be disposed to keep
the toner degradation rate lower than the quality guarantee
threshold. In this state, the toner degradation rate is higher
than the quality guarantee threshold.

Thus, in the present embodiment, when the count A is
greater than zero, which of the counts A and B is greater
(magnitude relation) is correlated with the toner degradation
rate in the developing device 323. Accordingly, the switching
determiner 393 according to the present embodiment deter-
mines whether collected toner is disposed or reused accord-
ing to the comparison between the counts A and B in the case
of count A>0. Thus, at S1209, the switching determiner 393
determines reuse or disposal of collected toner based on the
comparison result between the counts A and B.

It is to be noted that, when the count A is greater than the
count B, that is, the toner degradation rate in the developing
device 323 is higher than the quality guarantee threshold, the
difference calculated by deducting the count B from the count
A (A-B) means remaining of toner to be disposed in the target
period to lower the toner degradation rate to the quality guar-
antee threshold.

As described above, in one aspect of the present embodi-
ment, whether collected toner is disposed or reused is deter-
mined based on comparison between the count A and count B.
Thus, the image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment property determines whether collected toner is
disposed or reused. Accordingly, the image forming appara-
tus 1 according to the present embodiment attains both of
advantages attained by reuse of developer, such as reductions
of environmental impact, running cost of the apparatus, and
complexity of maintenance and management, and image
quality guarantee.

Itis to be noted that, although the switching determiner 393
determines to reuse the collected toner regardless of which of
the counts A and B is greater in the case of the count A<0 (Yes
at S1206) in the flowchart in FIG. 12, alternatively, the
switching determiner 393 may determine whether collected
toner is disposed or reused according to the comparison
between the counts A and B even when the count A<0. In this
case, effects similar to the present embodiment are available
as well.

In the case of the count A<0, however, without comparing
the count A with the count B, reuse of collected toner can be
determined based on the calculated count A, and thus the step
of comparing can be omitted. That is, the processing in FIG.
12 in advantageous in eliminating the need of a step similar to
S1209 in the case of the count A<0 (Yes at S1206), thus
simplifying the processing in determining the conveyance
route of collected toner.

Additionally, although disposal of collected toner is deter-
mined in the case of the count A being greater than the count
B (A>B) and reuse of collected toner is determined in the case
of the count A being equal to or smaller than the count B
(A=B) in FIG. 12, in another embodiment, disposal of col-
lected toner is determined in the case of the count A= the
count B and reuse of collected toner is determined in the case
of the count A< the count B. Yet in another embodiment,
disposal of collected toner is determined in the case of the
count A being greater than the count B, reuse of collected
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toner is determined in the case of the count A being smaller
than the count B, and the state of the toner collecting device
325 is kept as is in the case of the count A being equal to the
count B.

Additionally, in FIG. 12, although whether collected toner
is disposed or reused is determined based on the required
waste amount being the count A and the accumulative waste
amount being the count B, in another embodiment, whether
collected toner is disposed or reused is determined based on
the preferred transfer amount being the count A and the sum
of the accumulative transfer amount and the accumulative
waste amount (hereinafter “accumulative toner consump-
tion”) being the count B.

Since the required waste amount is the difference calcu-
lated by deducting the accumulative transfer amount from the
preferred transfer amount as described above, comparison
between the required waste amount and the accumulative
waste amount is equivalent to comparison between the pre-
ferred transfer amount and the accumulative toner consump-
tion (accumulative transfer amount+accumulative waste
amount). Accordingly, in such a configuration, the correlation
between the magnitude relation of the counts A and B and
determination of whether collected toner is disposed or
reused is similar to that in the processing in FIG. 12.

Specifically, even in the configuration in which handling of
collected toner is determined according to comparison
between the preferred transfer amount being the count A and
the accumulative toner consumption (accumulative con-
sumption of developer) being the count B, disposal of col-
lected toner is determined in the case of the count A being
greater than the count B, whereas reuse of collected toner is
determined in the case of the count A being equal to or smaller
than the count B. Alternatively, the switching between dis-
posal and reuse in the toner collecting device 325 may be kept
as is in the case of the count A being equal to the count B.

It is to be noted that, in this case, the preferred transfer
amount does not fall below zero, and it is not necessary to
consider the case of the count A<0.

Additionally, in this configuration, the switching deter-
miner 393 calculates the accumulative toner consumption
using the accumulative transfer amount, calculated by the
transfer amount calculator 395¢, and the accumulative waste
amount, calculated by the waste amount calculator 395d.
Thus, in this configuration, the switching determiner 393
serves as a consumption estimator to estimate an accumula-
tive consumption of developer.

Although the description above concerns the case where
the count A is the required waste amount, which is the differ-
ence calculated by deducting the accumulative transfer
amount from the preferred transfer amount, and the count B is
the accumulative waste amount, similar effects are available
also in cases where the counts A and B are defined to lead to
the comparison between the required waste amount (=pre-
ferred transfer amount-accumulative transfer amount) and
the accumulative waste amount.

Yet additionally, although, in the description above, the
driving amount measuring portion 3955 obtains the driving
amount of the developer conveying screws 323a and 3235
(i.e., a developer conveying member disposed in a route
through which developer flows), in another embodiment, the
driving amount measuring portion 39556 detects the driving
amount of another component, such as the photoconductor
drum 321, the collected-collected-toner conveying screw
325b, the developing roller 323¢, or the like. As the driving
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amount of such component increases, the toner degradation
rate in the developing device 323 increases similarly.

Second Embodiment

In the above-described first embodiment, the required
waste amount serving as the count A is calculated by deduct-
ing the accumulative transfer amount from the preferred
transfer amount.

The degradation progress of toner used in electrophoto-
graphic image forming apparatuses varies depending on envi-
ronments in which the apparatus is used such as temperature
and humidity, manners how the apparatus operates (i.e., oper-
ating conditions such as transfer pace, and the like). Accord-
ingly, to enhance the accuracy of calculation of count A (i.e.,
required waste amount), it is advantageous that the count A is
adjusted according to environmental conditions under which
the apparatus is used, manners how the apparatus operates, or
both. It is to be noted that the term “operating conditions” in
the specification includes the environmental conditions,
which are either inside the image forming apparatus 1 or
environment surrounding the image forming apparatus 1.

A second embodiment described below includes such
adjustment of count A according to the operating conditions.

It is to be noted that elements of the present embodiment
similar to those of the first embodiment are given identical or
similar reference characters, and thus descriptions thereof
omitted.

Initially, descriptions are given below of operating condi-
tions according to which the switching determiner 393
adjusts the count A. Under certain operating conditions, the
switching determiner 393 according to the present embodi-
ment does not adjust the count A. For example, adjustment of
count A is not necessary in environments or under conditions
recommended by the manufacturer of toner. In this specifica-
tion, such recommended environments or conditions are
referred to as standard conditions.

Under operating conditions better than the standard condi-
tions for toner, the degradation progress of toner is slower,
and the switching determiner 393 makes an adjustment
accordingly. By contrast, under operating conditions worse
than the standard conditions for toner, the degradation
progress of toner is faster, and the switching determiner 393
makes an adjustment accordingly. Thus, in the present
embodiment, the switching determiner 393 adjusts the count
A according to the operating conditions.

Hereinafter the count A after adjustment is referred to as an
adjusted count Aa. When C represents an amount by which
the count A is thus adjusted, the adjusted count Aa is
expressed as Formula 3 or 4 using Formula 1 or 2 described
above.

Aa=Tr1xT-W+C Formula 3

Aa=Tr2xR-W+C Formula 4

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to environments (e.g., humidity and tempera-
ture) and operating conditions (i.e., content of reused toner,
transfer pace, smoothness of paper, background fog, and driv-
ing amount), respectively with reference to FIGS. 13 through
21.

FIG. 13 is a graph of relation between humidity under
which the apparatus is used and degradation rate of toner used
in the image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment.

As shown in FIG. 13, in accordance with humidity, the
toner degradation rate varies. The image forming apparatus 1
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according to the present embodiment includes the environ-
ment sensor 201 (shown in FIGS. 3 and 10) to detect humidity
either inside or outside the image forming apparatus 1.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment adjusts the count A according to
humidity so that the switching determiner 393 can determine
disposal or reuse of collected toner more properly.

As shown in FIG. 13, the toner degradation rate tends to
increase as humidity increases. Accordingly, the image form-
ing apparatus 1 adjusts the count A (i.e., required waste
amount) to a greater setting as humidity increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 according to the
present embodiment calculates a humidity-based correction
amount C1 using the following formula:

C1=(C11-C12)xC13 Formula 5

wherein C11 represents the humidity under which the
image forming apparatus 1 is used, C12 represents humidity
as a standard condition (i.e., reference humidity), and C13
represents a humidity-based adjustment coefficient.

It is to be noted that the humidity-based adjustment coet-
ficient is either a predetermined positive constant or a variable
depending on the environmental conditions.

Next, adjustment of count A according to temperature is
described below with reference to FIG. 14, which is a graph of
relation between temperature under which the image forming
apparatus 1 is used and degradation rate of toner used therein.

As shown in FIG. 14, in accordance with temperature, the
toner degradation rate varies. In this case, the environment
sensor 201 serves as a thermometer to detect temperature
either inside or outside the image forming apparatus 1.

Accordingly, adjusting the count A according to tempera-
ture under which the apparatus operates contributes to proper
determination of disposed or reused of collected toner by the
switching determiner 393.

As shown in FIG. 14, the toner degradation rate tends to
increase as temperature rises. Accordingly, the image form-
ing apparatus 1 adjusts the count A to a greater setting as
temperature rises.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 in the present
embodiment calculates a temperature-based correction
amount C1 using the following formula:

C1=(C11-C12)xC13 Formula 6

wherein C11 represents the humidity under which the
image forming apparatus 1 is used, C12 represents tempera-
ture under the standard conditions, and C13 represents a
temperature-based adjustment coefficient.

It is to be noted that the temperature-based adjustment
coefficient is either a predetermined positive constant or a
variable depending on the operating conditions.

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to the content of reused toner in the developing
device 323. FIG. 15 is a graph of relation between the toner
degradation rate (i.e., the content of degraded toner) and the
content of reused toner in the developing device 323.

As shown in FIG. 15, the toner degradation rate varies
depending on the content of reused toner. Itis to be noted that,
the content of reused toner in the developing device 323 is
calculated, for example, based on the driving amount (i.e., the
rotation speed, rotation distance, driving time, or the like) of
the collected-toner conveying screw 32556 in the state in
which the partition shutter 325/ is open to guide collected
toner to the reuse channel 325;. Alternatively, the content of
reused toner in the developing device 323 is calculated from
the pixel data included in the output data, obtained from the
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engine controller 120 via the controller interface 392, and the
efficiency in transferring toner from the photoconductor drum
321 onto the sheet 2.

The image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment adjusts the count A according to the content of
reused toner in toner in the developing device 323 so that the
switching determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of
collected toner more properly.

Additionally, since the toner degradation rate tends to
increase as the content of reused toner increases as shown in
FIG. 15, the image forming apparatus 1 adjusts the count A
(i.e., required waste amount) to a greater value as the content
of reused toner increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 according to the
present embodiment calculates a correction amount based on
the reused-toner content (C3) using the following formula:

C3=(C31-C32)xC33 Formula 7

wherein C31 represents the content of reused toner in toner
in the developing device 323 under the operating conditions,
C32 represents the content of reused toner in toner in the
developing device 323 under the standard conditions, and
(33 represents an adjustment coefficient based on the reused
toner content.

Itis to be noted that the adjustment coefficient based on the
reused toner content is either a predetermined positive con-
stant or a variable depending on the operating conditions.

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to the transtfer pace with reference to FIG. 16,
which is a graph of relation between the toner degradation
rate and the transfer pace of toner.

As shown in FIG. 16, the toner degradation rate varies
depending on the transfer pace of toner. It is to be noted that
the transfer pace in the present embodiment is similar to that
defined in the first embodiment and calculated, for example,
by dividing the accumulative transfer amount by either the
elapsed time or the driving amount of the developer convey-
ing screws 323a and 3235 in the target period.

The image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment adjusts the count A according to the transfer
pace under the operating conditions so that the switching
determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of collected
toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to decrease as the
transfer pace increases as shown in FIG. 16, the image form-
ing apparatus 1 adjusts the count A (i.e., required waste
amount) to a smaller value as the transfer pace increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 in the present
embodiment calculates a correction amount C4 based on
transfer pace using the following formula:

C4——(CA1-CA2)xC43 Formula 8

wherein C41 represents the transfer pace under the oper-
ating conditions, C42 represents the transfer pace under the
standard conditions, and C43 represents a transfer-pace based
adjustment coefficient. It is to be noted that the transfer-pace
based adjustment coefficient is either a predetermined posi-
tive constant or a variable depending on the operating condi-
tions.

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to smoothness of transfer sheets with reference
to FIGS. 17 and 18.

FIG. 17 is a graph of relation between the amount of paper
dust mixed in toner used in the image forming apparatus 1 and
smoothness of transfer sheets. FIG. 18 is a graph of relation
between apparent degradation progress of toner used in the
image forming apparatus 1 and the amount of paper dust
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mixed in the toner. FIG. 19 is a graph of relation between the
apparent degradation progress of toner used in the image
forming apparatus 1 and smoothness of transfer sheets.

As shown in FIG. 17, the amount of paper dust mixed in
toner varies depending on the smoothness of transfer sheets.
Specifically, the amount of paper dust mixed in toner
decreases as the smoothness of transfer sheets increases. As
the smoothness thereof decreases, the surface of the transfer
sheet becomes rough, and accordingly paper dust from the
transfer sheet is more likely to adhere to the photoconductor
drum 321. It is to be noted that the smooth of transfer sheets
are measured by the smoothness sensor 240 shown in FIG. 3
or 4.

Referring to FIG. 18, the apparent degradation progress of
toner tends to increase as the amount of paper dust mixed in
toner increases. Even if toner itself is not degraded, mixing of
paper dust in toner causes a phenomenon similar to a phe-
nomenon that arises when toner is degraded, and thus the
toner is deemed degraded.

Then, from the relation shown in FIGS. 17 and 18, the
apparent degradation progress of toner used in the image
forming apparatus 1 varies depending on the smoothness of
transfer sheets as shown in FIG. 19.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 adjusts the
count A according to the smoothness of transfer sheets so that
the switching determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse
of collected toner more properly.

Since the apparent degradation progress of toner tends to
decrease as the smoothness of transfer sheets increases as
shown in FIG. 19, the image forming apparatus 1 adjusts the
count A (i.e., required waste amount) to a smaller value as the
smoothness increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 in the present
embodiment calculates a smoothness-based correction
amount C5 using the following formula:

C5=-(C51-C52)xC53 Formula 9

wherein C51 represents the transfer sheet smoothness
under the operating conditions, C52 represents reference
transfer sheet smoothness (i.e., standard conditions), and C53
represents a smoothness-based adjustment coefficient. It is to
be noted that the smoothness-based adjustment coefficient is
either a predetermined positive constant or a variable depend-
ing on the operating conditions.

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to background fog under the operating condi-
tions.

It is preferred that toner adhere only to image portions on
the outer circumferential face of the photoconductor drum
321 and do not adhere to a background of the image portions
(i.e., background areas). However, toner can adhere to areas
other than image portions, and toner adhering to areas other
than image portions on the outer circumferential face of the
photoconductor drum 321 is called “background fog toner”
(background stains) in this specification. It is to be noted that
the amount of background fog toner is measured by an adher-
ing toner sensor 329 (shown in FIG. 10), which is a reflective
photosensor, for example. The background fog toner is trans-
ferred onto the transfer sheet or disposed in the waste-toner
container 326, and thus the amount of background fog toner is
deducted from the count A.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment adjusts the count A according to
background fog toner, adhering to the outer circumferential
face of the photoconductor drum 321, under the operating
conditions so that the switching determiner 393 can deter-
mine disposal or reuse of collected toner more properly.
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Since the background fog toner is either transferred onto
the transfer sheet or disposed in the waste-toner container
326, the count A (i.e., required waste amount) is adjusted to a
smaller value as the amount of background fog toner
increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 according to the
present embodiment calculates a correction amount based on
the amount of background fog toner (C6) using the following
formula:

C6=-(C61-C62)xC63 Formula 10

wherein C61 represents the amount of background fog
toner under the operating conditions, C62 represents the
amount of background fog toner under the standard condi-
tions (i.e., reference amount of background fog toner), and
C63 represents an adjustment coefficient based on back-
ground fog toner. It is to be noted that the adjustment coeffi-
cient (C63) based on background fog toner is either a prede-
termined positive constant or a variable depending on the
operating conditions.

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to the driving amount of the developer conveying
screws 323a and 3235 under the operating conditions with
reference to FIG. 20.

FIG. 20 is a graph of the toner degradation rate relative to
the driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a
and 323b. As shown in FIG. 20, the toner degradation rate
varies depending on the driving amount of the developer
conveying screws 323a and 3235.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment adjusts the count A according to the
driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a and
3235 under the operating conditions so that the switching
determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of collected
toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to increase as the
driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a and
323b increases as shown in FIG. 20, the image forming appa-
ratus 1 adjusts the count A (i.e., required waste amount) to a
greater value as the driving amount increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 according to the
present embodiment calculates a correction amount (C7)
based on the driving amount using the following formula:

C7=(C71-C72)xC73 Formula 11

wherein C71 represents the driving amount of the devel-
oper conveying screws 323a and 3235 under the operating
conditions, C72 represents the driving amount of the devel-
oper conveying screws 323a and 3235 under the standard
conditions, and C73 represents an adjustment coefficient
based on the driving amount. It is to be noted that the adjust-
ment coefficient based on the driving amount is either a pre-
determined positive constant or a variable depending on the
operating conditions.

Next, descriptions are given below of adjustment of count
A according to the driving amount of the collected-toner
conveying screw 3255 under the operating conditions with
reference to FIG. 21.

FIG. 21 is a graph of the amount of toner disposed in the
waste-toner container 326 relative to the driving amount of
the collected-toner conveying screw 32564.

As shown in FIG. 21, the amount of toner disposed in the
waste-toner container 326 varies depending on the driving
amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255 because
efficiency in transporting collected toner to the collected-
toner channel 3254 increases as the driving amount of the
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collected-toner conveying screw 32556 increases, thereby
increasing the amount of toner disposed in the waste-toner
container 326.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment adjusts the count A according to the
driving amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255
under the operating conditions so that the switching deter-
miner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of collected toner
more properly.

Since the amount of toner disposed in the waste-toner
container 326 tends to increase as the driving amount of the
collected-toner conveying screw 3255 increases as shown in
FIG. 21, the image forming apparatus 1 adjusts the count A
(i.e., required waste amount) to a greater value as the driving
amount increases.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 according to the
present embodiment calculates a correction amount (C8)
based on the driving amount of the collected-toner conveying
screw 3255 using the following formula:

C8=(C81-C82)x(C83 Formula 12

wherein C81 represents the driving amount of the col-
lected-toner conveying screw 3255 under the operating con-
ditions, C82 represents the driving amount of the collected-
toner conveying screw 3255 under the standard conditions,
and C83 represents an adjustment coefficient based on the
driving amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255.

It is to be noted that the adjustment coefficient based on the
driving amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255
is either a predetermined positive constant or a variable
depending on the operating conditions.

As described above, the image forming apparatus 1 accord-
ing to the present embodiment adjusts the count A (i.e.,
required waste amount) according to environmental condi-
tions, for example, humidity and temperature under which the
apparatus is used, and operating conditions, for example, the
content of reused toner in the developing device 323, the
transfer pace, the smoothness of transfer sheets, the amount
of' background fog toner on the outer circumferential face of
the photoconductor drum 321, the driving amount of the
developer conveying screws 323a and 3235, and the driving
amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3254.

In other words, the switching determiner 393 calculates the
adjusted count Aa (Aa=Tr1xT-W+C) using the following
formula based on Formulas 3 and 5 through 12.

Aa=TRIxT-W+C1+C2+C3+C4+C5+C6+CT+
C8=TRIxT-W+{(C11-C12)xC13}+{(C21-
C22)xC23}+{(C31-C32)xC33}-{(C41-C42)x
C43}-{(C51-C52)xC53}-{(C61-C62)xC63 }+{

(CT1-CT2)xCT3}+{(C81-C82)x 83} Formula 13

Alternatively, the switching determiner 393 calculates the
adjusted count Aa (Aa=Tr2xR-W+C) using the following
formula based on Formulas 4 through 12.

Aa=TR2xR-W+C1+C2+C3+C4+C5+Co+CT+
C8=TR2xR-W+{(C11-C12)xC13}+{(C21-
C22)xC23}+{(C31-C32)xC33}-{(C41-C42)x
C43}-{(C51-C52)xC53}-{(C61-C62)xC63 }+{

(CT1-CT2)xCT3}+{(C81-C82)x 83} Formula 14

Thus, the degree of accuracy in calculating the count A
(required waste amount) is relatively high.

It is to be noted that, although the description above con-
cerns calculation of the adjusted count Aa according to the
smoothness of transfer sheets on which images are formed,
mixed in toner in the developing device 323. In this case, the
sensor 231 (FIG. 3) to detect smear of the registration rollers
230 is used. The sensor 231 is to detect the degree of smear of
(dust adhering to) the registration rollers 230. The image
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forming apparatus 1 converts the degree of smear of the
registration rollers 230 into the amount of paper dust mixed in
toner in the developing device 323 and then calculates the
adjusted count Aa using the relation shown in FIG. 18.

Specifically, the switching determiner 393 calculates a cor-
rection amount (C9) based on paper dust using the following
formula:

C9=(C91-C92)x (93 Formula 15

wherein C91 represents the amount of paper dust mixed in
toner in the developing device 323 under the operating con-
ditions, C92 represents the amount of paper dust mixed in
toner in the developing device 323 under the standard condi-
tions, and C93 represents an adjustment coefficient based on
paper dust. It is to be noted that the adjustment coefficient
based on paper dust is either a predetermined positive con-
stant or a variable depending on the operating conditions.

As described above, the image forming apparatus 1 accord-
ing to the present embodiment adjusts the count A (i.e.,
required waste amount) according to environmental condi-
tions and operating conditions, thereby enhancing the calcu-
lation accuracy of the count A.

Additionally, although, the count A is adjusted according
to the driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a
and 3235 (i.e., developer conveying members of the develop-
ing device) in the description above, in another embodiment,
the count A is adjusted according to the driving amount of
another component, such as the photoconductor drum 321,
the collected-collected-toner conveying screw 325b, the
developing roller 323¢, or the like. In such cases, the count A
is adjusted in a manner similar to the adjustment according to
the driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a
and 3235 because the toner degradation rate in the developing
device 323 increases as the driving amount of such compo-
nent increases similar to that of the developer conveying
screws 323a and 323b. Additionally, in such cases, the
respective adjustment coefficients can be variables that
change according to the driving amount of such component.

The calculation formulas and the adjustment coefficients
described above are stored in the setting data memory 394.

It is to be noted that although Formulas 13 and 14 are to
adjust the count A according to all of the above-described
operation conditions (e.g., humidity, temperature, content of
reused toner, transfer pace, smoothness of paper, background
fog, and driving amount), an aspect of the present embodi-
ment is to adjust the count A according to at least one of the
above-described operating conditions.

Third Embodiment

In the above-described first embodiment, the accumulative
waste amount serving as the count B is measured according to
the detection signals output from the toner sensor 326a. The
toner sensor 326a, however, is not essential in the image
forming apparatus 1 according to the present embodiment.

In the present embodiment, the accumulative waste
amount serving as the count B is not measured but calculated.
This configuration is advantageous in that the accumulative
waste amount serving as the count B is estimated at lower
cost. Thus, the present embodiment is advantageous in reduc-
ing the cost for property determining whether collected toner
is disposed or reused, and reducing the cost for proper switch-
ing between disposed of collected toner and reused of col-
lected toner. Therefore, in the present embodiment, advan-
tages attained by reuse of developer and image quality
guarantee are better balanced at lower cost.
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It is to be noted that elements of the present embodiment
similar to those of the first embodiment are given identical or
similar reference characters, and thus descriptions thereof
omitted.

Further, hereinafter the term “residual toner” means toner
remaining on the outer circumferential face of the photocon-
ductor drum 321 after the toner image is transferred there-
from onto a transfer medium such as the transfer sheet or an
intermediate transfer member.

Descriptions are given below of calculation of residual
toner disposed in the waste-toner container 326.

In this case, the waste amount calculator 3954 according to
the present embodiment calculates an amount added to the
count B corresponding to the residual toner (hereinafter
“residual toner added amount D1”) using the following for-
mula:

D1=D11xD12x(1-D13/100) Formula 16

wherein D11 represents image area (cm?) on the outer
circumferential face of the photoconductor drum 321, D12
represents the amount per unit area of toner (mg/cm?) adher-
ing to the outer circumferential face of the photoconductor
drum 321, and D13 represents a transfer rate (%) of toner
form the photoconductor drum 321 onto the transfer sheet.

It is to be noted that, although each 0of D12 and D13 can be
a predetermined constant, a variable depending on the oper-
ating conditions is advantageous in adjusting the residual
toner added amount D1 to fit to the usage conditions. Thus,
the degree of accuracy in calculating the count B (required
waste amount) is relatively high.

Next, descriptions are given below of calculation of
amount added corresponding to the remaining of background
fog toner after transfer of the toner image from the photocon-
ductor drum 321.

As described above in the second embodiment, toner can
adhere to backgrounds (areas other than image portions) on
the outer circumferential face of the photoconductor drum
321. The toner adhering to the background of image portions
is distinguished from the toner to be transferred and called
“background fog toner”.

In this case, the waste amount calculator 3954 according to
the present embodiment calculates an amount D2 added to the
count B corresponding to the residual toner on background
using the following formula:

D2=(D22-D23)xD24+(D23-D21)xD24x(1-D25/

100) Formula 17

wherein D21 represents image area (cm?) on the outer
circumferential face of the photoconductor drum 321, D22
represents a total area (cm?) on the outer circum{erential face
of the photoconductor drum 321, D23 represents an area
(cm?) of the transfer sheet, D24 represents the amount per
unit area of background fog toner (mg/cm?®) on the outer
circumferential face of the photoconductor drum 321, and
D25 represents a transfer rate (%) of background fog toner
form the photoconductor drum 321 onto the transfer sheet.

It is to be noted that, although each of D24 and D25 can be
a predetermined constant, a variable depending on the oper-
ating conditions is advantageous in that the waste amount
calculator 3954 calculates the amount D2 corresponding to
residual toner on background to fit to the usage conditions.
Thus, the degree of accuracy in calculating the count B (re-
quired waste amount) is relatively high.

The first term (D22-D23)xD24 and the second term (D23 -
D21)xD24x(1-D25/100) of Formula 14 are described in
detail below.

In the first term (D22-D23)xD24, “D22-D23” means, on
the outer circumferential face of the photoconductor drum
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321, the area outside a transfer sheet area (on which an image
is formed). The background fog toner in the area outside the
transfer sheet area is not transferred onto the transfer sheet.
Accordingly, the amount of residual toner on background
corresponding to that area is calculated as (D22-D23)xD24
and added to the count B (i.e., accumulative waste amount).

In the second term (D23-D21)xD24x(1-D25/100),
“D23-D21” means, on the outer circumferential face of the
photoconductor drum 321, the area inside the transfer sheet
area and corresponds to the background of the image. The
background fog toner inside the transfer sheet area is trans-
ferred onto the transfer sheet. Accordingly, the amount of
residual toner on background in that area is calculated as
(D23-D21)xD24x(1-D25/100) and added to the count B
(i.e., accumulative waste amount).

Next, descriptions are given below of a case where residual
toner on the photoconductor drum 321 is collected and dis-
posed in the waste-toner container 326 after an adjustment
operation of the developing device 323.

The term “adjustment operation” means an operation to
supply toner from the developing device 323 to the photocon-
ductor drum 321 for purposes except standard image forma-
tion. Examples of adjustment operation include, but not lim-
ited to, process control for density adjustment and toner
refreshment. In process control, for example, a predetermined
area patch is set on the outer circumferential face of the
photoconductor drum 321, density of toner is detected for
each patch, and a bias (transfer bias, developing bias, or the
like) is adjusted. Alternatively, the density of toner on the
photoconductor drum 321 is adjusted. In toner refreshment,
toner is, either partly or entirely, discharged from the devel-
oping device 323, and fresh toner is supplied from the toner
supply assembly 350 to the developing device 323, thereby
keeping the toner degradation rate in the developing device
323 lower than the quality guarantee threshold. The toner
supplied to the photoconductor drum 321 in the adjustment
operation is referred to as “adjustment toner”. That is, in the
present embodiment, toner refreshment serves as replace-
ment of developer.

In this case, the waste amount calculator 3954 according to
the present embodiment calculates an amount added to the
count B corresponding to the adjustment toner (hereinafter
“adjustment toner added amount D3”) using the following
formula:

D3=D31xD32 Formula 18

wherein D31 represents a total area (cm®) on the outer
circumferential face of the photoconductor drum 321, and
D32 represents the amount per unit area of adjustment toner
(mg/cm?) adhering to the outer circumferential face of the
photoconductor drum 321.

It is to be noted that, although D32 can be a predetermined
constant, a variable depending on the operating conditions is
advantageous in adjusting the adjustment toner added amount
D3 to fit to the usage conditions. Thus, the degree of accuracy
in calculating the count B (required waste amount) is rela-
tively high.

Thus, in the present embodiment, residual toner (in image
portions), residual toner on background, and adjustment toner
are added to the count B.

That is, the waste amount calculator 3954 according to the
present embodiment calculates an adjusted count Bb using
Formulas 16 through 18 as follows.

Bb=D1+D2+D3={11xD12x(1-D13/100)}-+{(D22-
D23)xD24+(D23-D21)xD24x(1-D25/100)}+

{D31xD32} Formula 19
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Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment estimates the count B properly at
lower cost.

It is to be noted that, as the driving amount of the collected-
toner conveying screw 3255 increases, the efficiency in trans-
porting the collected toner to the collected-toner channel
325d increases, thus resulting in increases in the amount of
toner disposed in the waste-toner container 326. Thus, since
the amount of toner disposed in the waste-toner container 326
varies according to the driving amount of the collected-toner
conveying screw 3255, it is advantageous in enhancing cal-
culation accuracy of the adjusted count Bb to consider the
driving amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255.

When E1 represents the driving amount of the collected-
toner conveying screw 3255 and E2 represents an adjustment
coefficient at that time (i.e., driving amount adjustment coef-
ficient), using Formula 19 mentioned above, the adjusted
count Bb is expressed as:

Bb=(D1+D2+D3)xE1xE2={{D11xD12x
(1-D13/100)}+{(D22-D23)xD24+(D23-D21)x

D24x(1-D25/100)}+{D31xD32 } xE1xE2 Formula 20

It is to be noted that, although E2 can be a predetermined
constant, a variable depending on the operating conditions is
advantageous in adjusting the count B (i.e., accumulative
waste amount) to fit to the usage conditions. Thus, the degree
of accuracy in calculating the count B (required waste
amount) is relatively high.

Additionally, even when the partition shutter 325; serving
as the channel switching member is closed to set the convey-
ance route of collected toner to the waste channel 3254, it is
possible that a part of collected toner undesirably flows to the
reuse channel 325i. In that case, the amount of toner disposed
in the waste-toner container 326 is reduced by the amount of
such toner, and it is advantageous in enhancing calculation
accuracy of the adjusted count Bb to consider the amount of
toner that undesirably flows to the reuse channel 325/ when
the conveyance route of collected toner is set to the waste
channel 3254. Using Formula 20 mentioned above, the
adjusted count Bb is expressed as:

Bb=(D1+D2+D3)xE1xE2xF={{D11xD12x(1-D13/
100)}+{(D22-D23)x D24+(D23-D21)xD24x(1-

D25/100) }+{D31xD32}|xE1xE2xF Formula 21

wherein F represents an adjustment coefficient considering
the amount of collected toner that undesirably flows to the
reuse channel 325i.

Then, calculation accuracy of the adjusted count Bb (i.e.,
accumulative waste amount) is further enhanced at lower
cost. It is to be noted that, although F can be a predetermined
constant, a variable depending on the operating conditions is
advantageous in adjusting the count B to fit to the usage
conditions. Thus, the degree of accuracy in calculating the
count B is relatively high.

Similarly, even when the partition shutter 325; is open to
set the conveyance route of collected toner to the reuse chan-
nel 325i, it is possible that a part of collected toner undesir-
ably flows to the waste channel 3254. In that case, the amount
of toner disposed in the waste-toner container 326 is
increased by the amount of such collected toner, and it is
advantageous in enhancing calculation accuracy of the
adjusted count Bb to consider the amount of toner that unde-
sirably flows to the waste channel 325/ when the conveyance
route of collected toner is set to the reuse channel 325;.

Specifically, when the toner collecting device 325 is to
reuse collected toner, calculation of the amount of collected
toner transported to the developing device 323 is similar to
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calculation of the same in the case where the partition shutter
325j is closed to dispose collected toner.

That is, the amount of collected toner transported to the
developing device 323 is expressed as:

[{D11xD1 2% (1-D"13/100) }+{(D22-D"23)xD"24+
(D23-D21)x(D24x(1-D25/100)}+{D"31x

D32} JxE1xE2xF" Formula 22

InFormula22, D', E', and F' are constants or variables in the
case where the partition shutter 325/ is closed to dispose
collected toner. For example, D11' corresponds to D11, and F'
is an adjustment coefficient in which the amount flowing from
the reuse channel 325i to the waste channel 325/ is consid-
ered.

Accordingly, when the amount of toner that undesirably
flows from the reuse channel 325; to the waste channel 325/
is considered, using Formulas 21 and 22, the adjusted count
Bb is expressed as:

Bb=[{D11xD12x(1-D13/100)}+{(D22-D23)x D24+
(D23-D21)xD24x(1-D25/100) }-+{D31xD32} /x
EIxE2xF+{{D'11xD'12%(1-D13/100)}+{
(D22-D"23)xD24+(D"23-D21)xD24x(1-D25/

100)}+{D31xD32} |xE1xE2x(1-F/100) Formula 23

As described above, an aspect of the present embodiment is
to obtain the count B (i.e., accumulative waste amount) by
calculation. This configuration is advantageous in that the
necessity of the toner sensor 3264 is obviated in obtaining the
accumulative waste amount, and the accumulative waste
amount serving as the count B is estimated with a higher
accuracy at lower cost. Thus, the present embodiment is
advantageous in reducing the cost for property determining
whether collected toner is disposed or reused, and reducing
the cost for proper switching between disposed of collected
toner and reused of collected toner. Therefore, in the present
embodiment, advantages attained by reuse of developer and
image quality guarantee are better balanced at lower cost.

Fourth Embodiment

The first through third embodiments described above con-
cern switching of collected toner between disposal and reuse
based on the comparison between the count A (required waste
amount) and the count B (accumulative waste amount).

The degradation progress of toner used in electrophoto-
graphic image forming apparatuses varies depending on envi-
ronments in which the apparatus is used such as temperature
and humidity, manners how the apparatus operates (i.e., oper-
ating conditions such as transfer pace, and the like). Accord-
ingly, to more properly determine the handling of collected
toner, it is advantageous that manner of comparison between
the counts A and B is adjusted depending on operating con-
ditions.

A fourth embodiment described below includes such
adjustment of manner of comparison between the counts A
and B according to operating conditions.

It is to be noted that elements of the present embodiment
similar to those of the first embodiment are given identical or
similar reference characters, and thus descriptions thereof
omitted.

In determining whether the collected toner is disposed or
reused, the image forming apparatus 1 according to the
present embodiment does not compare the count A with the
count B as is, but adjusts the comparison using adjustment
coefficients . and p that change depending on the operating
conditions. For example, the image forming apparatus 1 mul-
tiplies the count A (required waste amount) by the adjustment
coefficient o (axA), adds the adjustment coefficient
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thereto, and compares axA+f with the count B (accumula-
tive waste amount). The adjustment coefficients o and p
affecting the count A are predetermined according to the
operating conditions as shown in FIGS. 22A through 221.

Then, according to the comparison between the counts A
and B described in the first embodiment above, the switching
determiner 393 determines whether collected toner is dis-
posed or reused. Specifically, when A' represents axA+f (the
count A multiplied by the adjustment coefficient @ plus the
adjustment coefficient f3, the switching determiner 393 deter-
mines to reuse collected toner in the case of A'<0, the switch-
ing determiner 393 determines to dispose collected toner in
the case of A"0 and A">B, and the switching determiner 393
determines to reuse collected toner in the case of A™0 and
A'sB.

FIGS. 22A through 22I are example coefficient setting
tables according to the present embodiment. The term “coef-
ficient setting tables” used in this specification means tables
stored in the setting data memory 394 to store values of
adjustment coefficients o and f§ designated according to the
operating conditions.

Initially, descriptions are given below of changing the man-
ner of comparison between the counts A and B according to
humidity with reference to FIGS. 22A through 22I. As
described above with reference to FIG. 13, in accordance with
humidity, the toner degradation rate varies.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment changes the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to humidity H (%) so
that the switching determiner 393 can determine disposal or
reuse of collected toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to increase as humid-
ity increases as described above with reference to FI1G. 13, the
manner of comparison between the counts A and B is changed
so that the toner collecting device 325 is more likely to switch
to dispose collected toner as humidity increases.

As shown in FIG. 22 A, the adjustment coefficients o and 3
are set so that, as humidity increases, the count A'(=axA+f)
increases, thatis, A"B is more likely to occur. It is to be noted
that degradation progress of toner used in the present embodi-
ment is gentler when humidity is lower than humidity of
standard conditions. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 22A, the
adjustment coefficients . and f§ are set so that the degradation
progress of toner becomes gentler in the case of humidity
H=40.

Further, as described above with reference to FIG. 14, the
toner degradation rate varies in accordance with temperature.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment changes the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to temperature T (° C.)
so that the switching determiner 393 can determine disposal
or reuse of collected toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to increase as tem-
perature increases as described above with reference to FIG.
14, the manner of comparison between the counts A and B is
changed so that the toner collecting device 325 is more likely
to switch to dispose collected toner as temperature increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22B, the adjustment coef-
ficients ot and 3 are set so that, as temperature increases, the
count A'(=axA+f) increases, that is, A™B is more likely to
occur. It is to be noted that degradation progress of toner used
in the present embodiment is gentler when temperature is
lower than temperature of standard conditions. Therefore, as
shown in F1G. 22B, the adjustment coefficients o and 3 are set
so that the degradation progress of toner becomes gentler in
the case of temperature T=20.

15

20

25

40

45

55

32

Referring to FIG. 22C, changing the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to the content of reused
toner (reused toner amount R) is described below.

As described above with reference to FIG. 15, the toner
degradation rate varies in accordance with the content of
reused toner.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment adjusts the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to the content of reused
toner in toner in the developing device 323 so that the switch-
ing determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of col-
lected toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to increase as the
content of reused toner increases as shown in FIG. 15, the
manner of comparison between the counts A and B is changed
so that the toner collecting device 325 is more likely to switch
to dispose collected toner as the content of reused toner
increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22C, the adjustment coef-
ficients o and f are set so that, as the content of reused toner
in toner in the developing device 323 increases, the count A'
(=oxA+p) increases, that is, A™>B is more likely to occur.

Referring to FIG. 22D, changing the manner of compari-
son between the counts A and B according to the transfer pace
(Tr) is described below. Further, as described above with
reference to FIG. 16, the toner degradation rate varies in
accordance with the transfer pace of toner.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment changes the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to transfer pace so that
the switching determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse
of collected toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to increase as tem-
perature increases as described above with reference to FIG.
16, the manner of comparison between the counts A and B is
changed so that the toner collecting device 325 is more likely
to switch to reuse collected toner as the transfer pace
increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22D, the adjustment coef-
ficients . and  are set so that, as the transfer pace of toner
increases, the count A'(=axA+f) decreases, that is, A'<B is
more likely to occur.

Referring to FIG. 22E, changing the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to the amount of paper
dust (paper dust amount P) is described below.

As described above with reference to FIG. 18, the apparent
degradation progress of toner varies in accordance with the
amount of paper dust mixed in toner in the developing device
323.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment adjusts the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to the amount of paper
dust mixed in toner in the developing device 323 so that the
switching determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of
collected toner more properly.

Since the apparent degradation progress of toner tends to
increase as the amount of paper dust mixed increases as
shown in FIG. 18, the manner of comparison between the
counts A and B is changed so that the toner collecting device
325 is more likely to switch to dispose collected toner as the
amount of paper dust mixed increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22E, the adjustment coef-
ficients e and 3 are set so that, as the amount of paper dust
mixed in toner in the developing device 323 increases, the
count A'(=axA+f) increases, that is, A"™B is more likely to
occur.
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Further, as described above with reference to FIG. 19, the
apparent degradation progress of toner varies in accordance
with the smoothness of transfer sheets used in image forma-
tion.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 changes the
manner of comparison between the counts A and B according
to the smoothness of transfer sheets so that the switching
determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of collected
toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to decrease as
smoothness of transfer sheets used in image formation
increases as described above with reference to FIG. 19, the
manner of comparison between the counts A and B is changed
so that the toner collecting device 325 is more likely to switch
to reuse collected toner as the smoothness of transfer sheets
increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22F, the adjustment coeffi-
cients . and f are set so that, as the smoothness (S) of transfer
sheets increases, the count A'(=axA+[) decreases, that is,
A'<B is more likely to occur. It is to be noted that degradation
progress of toner used in the present embodiment is gentler
when the smoothness of sheets is higher than that of standard
conditions. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 22F, the adjustment
coefficients . and f§ are set so that the degradation progress of
toner becomes gentler in the case of humidity 10=S.

Referring to FIG. 22G, changing the manner of compari-
son between the counts A and B according to the driving
amount (D1) of the developer conveying screws 323a and
323b is described below.

As described above with reference to FIG. 20, the toner
degradation rate varies depending on the driving amount of
the developer conveying screws 323a and 3235b. Accordingly,
the image forming apparatus 1 according to the present
embodiment changes the manner of comparison between the
counts A and B according to the driving amount of the devel-
oper conveying screws 323a and 3235 so that the switching
determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse of collected
toner more properly.

Since the toner degradation rate tends to increase as the
driving amount of the developer conveying screws 323a and
3235 increases as shown in FIG. 20, the manner of compari-
son between the counts A and B is changed so that the toner
collecting device 325 is more likely to switch to dispose
collected toner as the driving amount increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22G, the adjustment coef-
ficients o and  are set so that, as the driving amount (D1) of
the developer conveying screws 323a and 32354 increases, the
count A'(=axA+f) increases, that is, A™B is more likely to
occur.

Referring to FIG. 22H, changing the manner of compari-
son between the counts A and B according to the driving
amount (D2) of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255 is
described below.

As described above with reference to FIG. 21, the toner
degradation rate varies depending on the driving amount of
the collected-toner conveying screw 325b. Accordingly, the
image forming apparatus 1 according to the present embodi-
ment changes the manner of comparison between the counts
A and B according to the driving amount of the collected-
toner conveying screw 32554 so that the switching determiner
393 can determine disposal or reuse of collected toner more
properly.

Since the toner degradation rate increases as the driving
amount of the collected-toner conveying screw 3255
increases as described above with reference to FIG. 21, the
manner of comparison between the counts A and B is changed
so that the toner collecting device 325 is more likely to switch
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to dispose collected toner as the driving amount of the col-
lected-toner conveying screw 325b increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 22H, the adjustment coef-
ficients o and  are set so that, as the driving amount (D2) of
the collected-toner conveying screw 325b increases, the
count A'(=aA+p) increases, that is, A"™B is more likely to
occur.

Referring to FIG. 221, changing the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to the amount of
background fog toner (background fog amount B) is
described below.

Since the background fog toner is transferred onto the
transfer sheet or disposed in the waste-toner container 326 as
described above, it is possible that the amount of background
fog toner affects the manner of comparison between the
counts A and B.

Accordingly, the image forming apparatus 1 according to
the present embodiment changes the manner of comparison
between the counts A and B according to background fog
toner, adhering to the outer circumferential face of the pho-
toconductor drum 321, under the operating conditions so that
the switching determiner 393 can determine disposal or reuse
of collected toner more properly.

Since the background fog toner is transferred onto the
transfer sheet or disposed in the waste-toner container 326 as
described above, the manner of comparison between the
counts A and B is changed so that the toner collecting device
325 is more likely to switch to reuse collected toner as the
amount of background fog toner adhering to the photocon-
ductor drum 321 increases.

Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 221, the adjustment coeffi-
cients o and  are set so that, as the background fog amount
B increases, the count A'(=axA+f) decreases, that is, A'<B is
more likely to occur. It is to be noted that, when the back-
ground fog amount B is greater than that under standard
conditions, a greater amount of background fog toner is trans-
ferred onto the transfer sheet or disposed in the waste-toner
container 326. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 221, the adjust-
ment coefficients a and [ are set to increase the tendency of
switching to reuse collected toner of the toner collecting
device 325 in the case of 0.3<B.

As described above, an aspect of the present embodiment is
to change the manner of comparison between the counts A
and B according to environmental conditions, for example,
humidity and temperature under which the apparatus is used,
and operating conditions, for example, the content of reused
toner in toner in the developing device 323, the transfer pace,
the amount of paper dust mixed in toner in the developing
device 323, the smoothness of transfer sheets, the driving
amount of the developer conveying screws 323a and 3235,
the driving amount of the collected-toner conveying screw
3255, and the amount of background fog toner. Thus, the
present embodiment is advantageous in properly determining
whether collected toner is disposed or reused, and reducing
the cost for proper switching between disposed of collected
toner and reused of collected toner. With such adjustment, in
the present embodiment, advantages attained by reuse of
developer and image quality guarantee are better balanced.

It is to be noted that, although the descriptions above con-
cernthe case where axA+f is compared with the count B, that
is, the adjustment coefficients o and § act on the count A,
alternatively, in another embodiment, the count A is com-
pared with axB+, that is, the adjustment coefficients o and
[ act on the count B. In this case, the adjustment coefficients
a and f are respectively set as shown in FIGS. 23 A through
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231. In FIGS. 23A through 231, the adjustment coefficients o
and p are set to have the tendency opposite to that of values in
FIGS. 22A through 22I.

Yet alternatively, in another embodiment, axA is com-
pared with $xB, that is, the adjustment coefficients . and
act on the counts A and B, respectively. In this case, the
adjustment coefficients o and f§ are respectively set as shown
in FIGS. 24A through 241. In FIGS. 24A through 241, the
adjustment coefficient o is set to have the tendency identical
to that of values in FIGS. 22A through 22I, whereas the
adjustment coefficient { is set to have the opposite tendency.

Further, although the descriptions above concern the case
where the adjustment coefficients o and 3 are set in the
coefficient setting table as shown in FIGS. 22A through 221,
23 A through 231, or 24 A through 241, alternatively, in another
embodiment, formulas to calculate the adjustment coeffi-
cients o and f§ are set in an adjustment coefficient calculation
table. The term “adjustment coefficient calculation table”
used in this specification means a table stored in the setting
data memory 394 to store formulas to calculate the adjust-
ment coefficients o and §§ according to the operating condi-
tions.

FIGS. 25A through 251 are example coefficient calculation
tables according to the present embodiment. The adjustment
coefficient calculation tables in FIGS. 25A through 25I are
for a case where axA+f is compared with B, that is, the
adjustment coefficients o and 3 act on the count A. In FIGS.
25A through 251, the formulas to calculate the adjustment
coefficients a and f are set to obtain values having the ten-
dency identical to that of values in FIGS. 22A through 22I.

FIGS. 26 A through 261 are example coefficient calculation
tables according to the present embodiment. The adjustment
coefficient calculation tables in FIGS. 26A through 26I are
for a case where A is compared with axB+f, that is, the
adjustment coefficients o and 3 act on the count B. In FIGS.
26A through 261, the formulas to calculate the adjustment
coefficients a and f are set to obtain values having the ten-
dency identical to that of values in FIGS. 23 A through 231.

FIGS. 27 A through 271 are example coefficient calculation
tables according to the present embodiment. The adjustment
coefficient calculation tables in FIGS. 27A and 271 are for a
case where auxA is compared with §xB, that is, the adjustment
coefficients a. and 3 act onthe counts A and B, respectively. In
FIGS. 27A through 271, the formulas to calculate the adjust-
ment coefficients a and { are set to obtain values having the
tendency identical to that of values in FIGS. 24 A through 241.

Additionally, although, in the descriptions above, the man-
ner of comparison between the counts A and B is changed
according to the driving amount of the developer conveying
screws 323a and 3235 and that of the driving amount of the
collected-toner conveying screw 3255, as the driving amount
of the developer conveying member disposed in the channel
through which developer moves, in another embodiment, the
manner of comparison is changed according to the driving
amount of another component, such as the photoconductor
drum 321, the developing roller 323c¢, or the like. In such
cases, the manner of comparison is changed in a manner
similar to the case where the driving amount of the developer
conveying screws 323a and 3235 is used because the toner
degradation rate in the developing device 323 increases as the
driving amount of such component increases similar to that of
the developer conveying screws 323a and 32354.

Additionally, although, in FIGS. 22D through 27D, the
transfer pace (Tr) is represented by weight of toner trans-
ferred in image formation per unit time (mg/sec), alterna-
tively, “transfer pace” may be represented by weight of toner
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transferred in image formation per unit driving amount of the
developer conveying screws 323a and 3235 (mg/km).

It is to be noted that the steps in the above-described flow-
chart may be executed in an order different from that in the
flowchart.

Further, elements and/or features of different example
embodiments may be combined with each other and/or sub-
stituted for each other within the scope of this disclosure and
appended claims.

Still further, any one of the above-described and other
example features of the present invention may be embodied in
the form of an apparatus, method, system, computer program
and computer program product. For example, the aforemen-
tioned methods may be embodied in the form of a system or
device, including, but not limited to, any of the structure for
performing the methodology illustrated in the drawings.

Even further, any of the aforementioned methods may be
embodied in the form of a program. The program may be
stored on a computer readable media and is adapted to per-
form any one of the aforementioned methods when run on a
computer device (a device including a processor). Thus, the
storage medium or computer readable medium, is adapted to
store information and is adapted to interact with a data pro-
cessing facility or computer device to perform the method of
any of the above mentioned embodiments.

Numerous additional modifications and variations are pos-
sible in light of the above teachings. It is therefore to be
understood that, within the scope of the appended claims, the
disclosure of this patent specification may be practiced oth-
erwise than as specifically described herein.

What is claimed is:
1. An image forming apparatus comprising:
an image bearer to bear a latent image;
adeveloping device to develop the latent image with devel-
oper;
a transfer device to transfer a developed image from the
image bearer onto a recording medium;
a developer collecting device to collect developer remain-
ing on the image bearer;
a waste-developer container to contain developer to be
disposed,
a switching determiner to perform:
determination of a preferred transfer amount of devel-
oper in a target period;

estimation of an accumulative consumption of devel-
oper in the target period;

determination of whether to dispose or reuse collected
developer collected by the developer collecting
device from the image bearer; and

determination of whether to perform switching between
disposal and reuse of the collected developer based on
comparison between the preferred transfer amount
and the estimated accumulative consumption of
developer;

a switching controller to cause the developer collecting
device to perform the switching between disposal and
reuse according to determination made by the switching
determiner;

an accumulative waste amount estimator to estimate an
accumulative waste amount meaning an amount of
developer disposed in the waste-developer container in
the target period; and

a transfer amount estimator to estimate an accumulative
transfer amount in the target period,
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wherein the switching determiner estimates the accumula-
tive consumption of developer based on the accumula-
tive waste amount and the accumulative transfer
amount.

2. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,

wherein the developer collecting device comprises:

a waste-developer channel through which the collected
developer is transported to the waste-developer con-
tainer;

a reused developer channel through which the collected
developer to be reused is transported; and

a channel switching member to switch a route of the col-
lected developer between the waste-developer channel
and the reused developer channel, the channel switching
member controlled by the switching controller.

3. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the switching determiner determines to dispose the
collected developer when the preferred transfer amount is
greater than the estimated accumulative consumption of
developer, and the switching determiner determines to reuse
the collected developer when the preferred transfer amount is
not greater than the estimated accumulative consumption of
developer.

4. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein, when the preferred transfer amount is equal to the
estimated accumulative consumption of developer, the
switching determiner determines not to perform the switch-
ing between disposal and reuse of the collected developer.

5. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
further comprising:

an elapsed time counter to count an elapsed time in the
target period; and

a setting data memory to store a predetermined unit trans-
fer amount meaning an amount of developer to be trans-
ferred per unit time,

wherein the switching determiner determines the preferred
transfer amount by multiplication of the predetermined
unit transfer amount with the elapsed time in the target
period, counted by the elapsed time counter.

6. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the developing device comprises a developer con-
veying member to transport developer, the image forming
apparatus further comprises:

adriving amount estimator to estimate a driving amount of
the developer conveying member; and

a setting data memory to store a predetermined unit trans-
fer amount meaning an amount of developer to be trans-
ferred per unit driving amount of the developer convey-
ing member,

wherein the switching determiner determines the preferred
transfer amount by multiplication of the predetermined
unit transfer amount with the driving amount in the
target period, estimated by the driving amount estimator.

7. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the switching determiner determines a required
waste amount meaning an amount of developer to be disposed
in the waste-developer container in the target period, and the
switching determiner determines the switching between dis-
posal and reuse of the collected developer based on either
comparison between the required waste amount and zero, or
comparison between the required waste amount and the esti-
mated accumulative waste amount.

8. The image forming apparatus according to claim 7,
wherein the switching controller determines to reuse the col-
lected developer when the required waste amount is equal to
or smaller than zero.
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9. The image forming apparatus according to claim 7,
wherein the switching determiner determines to dispose the
collected developer when the required waste amount is
greater than the accumulative waste amount and determines
to reuse the collected developer when the required waste
amount is not greater than the accumulative waste amount.

10. The image forming apparatus according to claim 7,
wherein, when the required waste amount is equal to the
accumulative waste amount, the switching determiner deter-
mines not to perform the switching between disposal and
reuse of the collected developer.

11. The image forming apparatus according to claim 7,
wherein the required waste amount is calculated based on the
preferred transfer amount and the accumulative transfer
amount.

12. The image forming apparatus according to claim 7,
wherein the switching determiner adjusts the required waste
amount according to an operating condition of the image
forming apparatus.

13. The image forming apparatus according to claim 7,
wherein, in comparing the required waste amount and the
accumulative waste amount, the switching determiner multi-
plies at least one of the required waste amount and the accu-
mulative waste amount by a coefficient that changes accord-
ing to an operating condition of the image forming apparatus.

14. The image forming apparatus according to claim 13,
further comprising a setting data memory to store a coeffi-
cient setting table in which values of the coefficient are set
according to the operating condition, wherein the switching
determiner refers to the coefficient setting table to determine
the coefficient.

15. The image forming apparatus according to claim 13,
further comprising a setting data memory to store a coeffi-
cient calculation table to designate a calculation formula of
the coefficient according to the operating condition, wherein
the switching determiner refers to the coefficient calculation
table to determine the coefficient.

16. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
further comprising a waste developer detector to detect dis-
posal of the collected developer in the waste-developer con-
tainer, wherein the accumulative waste amount estimator esti-
mates the accumulative waste amount according to a
detection signal generated by the waste developer detector.

17. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the accumulative waste amount estimator calculates
at least one of:

an amount of developer remaining in an image area of the

image bearer after the developed image is transferred
from the image bearer;

an amount of developer remaining outside the image area

of the image bearer after the developed image is trans-
ferred from the image bearer; and

an amount of adjustment developer caused to adhere to the

image bearer in adjustment, and

the accumulative waste amount estimator estimates the

accumulative waste amount as a sum of the at least one
of the amount of developer remaining in the image area,
the amount of developer remaining outside the image
area, and the amount of adjustment developer.

18. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the accumulative waste amount estimator adjusts the
accumulative waste amount according to an operating condi-
tion of the image forming apparatus.

19. The image forming apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the developer collecting device comprises:
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a waste-developer channel through which the collected
developer is transported to the waste-developer con-
tainer;

a reused developer channel through which the collected
developer to be reused is transported;

a collected-developer channel that bifurcates into the
waste-developer channel and the reused developer chan-
nel;

a collected-developer conveying member to transport the
collected developer and disposed in the collected-devel-
oper channel; and

a channel switching member to switch a conveyance route
of collected developer between the waste-developer
channel and the reused developer channel, the channel
switching member controlled by the switching control-
ler,

the accumulative waste amount estimator adjusts the accu-
mulative waste amount according to at least one of:

a driving amount of the collected-developer conveying
member;

an amount of the collected developer that flows to the
reused developer channel when the channel switching
member sets the conveyance route of collected devel-
oper to the waste-developer channel; and

an amount of the collected developer that flows to the
waste developer channel when the channel switching
member sets the conveyance route of collected devel-
oper to the reused developer channel.
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